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ABSTRACT
The s tu d y  c o v e rs  an a re a  in  n o r th -w e s t  S om erse t w ith in  th e  h in te r la n d  o f 
B rid g w a te r, t h a t  i s ,  w ith in  a r a d iu s  o f a p p ro x im a te ly  f i f t e e n  m ile s  o f th e  town. 
D evelopm ents in  s e t t le m e n t  p a t t e r n s ,  economy and s o c ia l  c o n d it io n s  a r e  rev iew ed 
betw een th e  l a t e  e le v e n th  and e a r ly  se v e n te e n th  c e n tu r ie s .  The re g io n  was 
la r g e ly  a g r i c u l tu r a l ;  b u t th e  economy was in flu e n c e d  by lo c a l  in d u s t r y  and 
m ark e ts  and by p o r t s  on th e  Severn  e s tu a ry  and on th e  e x is te n c e  o f n a v ig a b le  
r i v e r s .  P u b lish ed  w orks d e a lin g  w ith  developm ents a re  exam ined in  th e  c o n te x t 
o f England a s  a  whole and  f o r  S om erse t in  p a r t i c u l a r .  The d is c u s s io n  i s  
sum m arised under fo u r  s e c t io n s  d e a lin g  w ith  (1 ) th e  h i s t o r i c a l  geography  a t  
Domesday; (2) ch an g es to  th e  e a r ly  fo u r te e n th  c e n tu ry ; (3) th e  l a t e  f i f t e e n th  
c e n tu ry , and  (4) th e  s i t u a t io n  in  th e  e a r ly  s e v e n te e n th  c e n tu ry .
The p ro c e s s e s  o f change move p r o g re s s iv e ly  from  a  feu d a l economy and 
s o c ia l  s t r u c tu r e  to  a  c a p i t a l i s t  s o c ie ty .  The them es o f  chan g in g  e lem en ts  in  
th e  sp a c e  economy c o n s id e r  (1 ) th e  c o n tr o l  o f lan d  use , (2 ) d ev e lo p in g  in d u s try  
and t r a d e ,  and  (3) e f f e c t s  on s o c ia l  c o n d it io n s . E x te n s iv e  lan d  re c la m a tio n  and 
th e  w oollen  t e x t i l e  t r a d e  p roduced  c o n s id e ra b le  w ea lth  b u t th e  p r o s p e r i ty  was 
n o t s p re a d  g e n e ra lly  th ro u g h o u t th e  whole a re a , o r  am ongst a l l  members o f  th e  
th e  p o p u la tio n . Money from  wool and  c lo th ,  c o in c id in g  w ith  th e  fo u r te e n th  
c e n tu ry  f a i l u r e  o f demesne fa rm in g , encouraged  th e  r i s e  o f l a r g e r  in d ep en d en t 
fa rm in g  u n i ts .  The s a le  o f  m o n as tic  p ro p e r ty  gave f u r th e r  o p p o r tu n i t ie s  to  
th o se  w ith  c a p i t a l  to  a c q u ire  e s t a t e s .
\  Mew s p a t i a l  s t r u c tu r e s  were form ed. In  n o r th e rn  and  e a s te r n  a re a s
6^ p ro sp e ro u s  fa rm s w ith  mixed p roduce  emerged and th e s e  were owned o r  r e n te d
from  landow ners o r  m erch an ts . M ew ly-bu ilt houses and c h u rc h e s  in d ic a te d  
w ea lth . In  th e  h i l l y  so u th e rn  and w e s te rn  d i s t r i c t s  sm a ll h o ld in g s  co n tin u e d  
to  e x i s t ,  w ith  l e s s  a p p a re n t g row th , and la r g e  e s t a t e s  w ere form ed from  
p re v io u s  m o n astic  lan d  o r w aste . T ra d in g  and in d u s t r i a l  c e n tr e s  c o n s t i tu te d  a 
th i r d  s e c to r  o f th e  lo c a l  economy. O v e ra ll, s o c ia l ly  and eco n o m ica lly .
d iv is io n s  betw een s o c ia l  c la s s e s  were in c re a s e d  -  e s p e c ia l ly  betw een th o se  
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CHAPTER I 
INTRODUCTION
T h is  s tu d y  c o v e rs  a p a r t  o f  n o r th e rn  c e n t r a l  S om erse t ro u g h ly  
t h i r t y  m ile s  from  e a s t  to  w est and  f i f t e e n  m ile s  from  n o r th  to  
so u th . F ig u re  1 show s th e  m ain l im i t s  o f  th e  re g io n , in c lu d in g  
modern s e t t le m e n ts  and th e  p r e s e n t  day  c o u rse s  o f  th e  m ajor r iv e r s .  
The a re a  c o n s i s t s  o f  a  b a s in  o f low ground c o n ta in in g  r id g e s  and 
i s o la te d  h i l l s  and th e  low er c o u rs e s  o f r iv e r s  which ru n  n o r th  and 
w est to  th e  S evern  e s tu a ry . H igher ground fo rm s a  boundary  on 
th re e  s id e s ;  th e  Mendip H i l ls  to  th e  n o r th  and n o r th  e a s t ,  th e  
Blackdown H i l ls  to  th e  s o u th  and th e  Q uantocks to  th e  w est; b u t th e  
low er s lo p e s  o f th e s e  h i l l s  a d jo in in g  th e  low lands a re  an  i n te g r a l  
and im p o rta n t p a r t  o f th e  scene .
In t h i s  s tu d y  th e  them e o f ch ang ing  e lem en ts  in  th e  sp a ce  
economy o f  t h i s  p a r t  o f S om erse t from  th e  e le v e n th  to  th e  e a r ly  
s e v e n te e n th  c e n tu r ie s  i s  developed . T hree f a c to r s  a re  o f p a r t i c u l a r  
in te r e s t :
(1 ) th e  c o n tro l  o f  lan d  and re s o u rc e s ,
(2 ) th e  developm ent o f th e  r u r a l  and  t r a d in g  economy and
(3) th e  con seq u en t changes in  th e  s o c ia l  s t r u c tu r e
S p a t ia l  a s p e c ts  o f m an's a c t i v i t y  and th e  change th ro u g h  tim e  
a re  exam ined and  e x p la n a tio n s  f o r  th e  developm ents and  e v e n ts  a re  
p u t fo rw ard  and d isc u s s e d  in  th e  fo llo w in g  c h a p te r s .  The d is c u s s io n  
i s  c e n tre d  on a fram ew ork o f  fo u r  m ajor c h ro n o lo g ic a l  d iv is io n s ;
(a) th e  s i t u a t io n  a t  1086,
(b) developm ents from  th e  e le v e n th  to  th e  fo u r te e n th  c e n tu r ie s ,
<c) d u rin g  th e  l a t e  fo u r te e n th  and f i f t e e n th  c e n tu r ie s ,  and
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F i g .  1 .  T h e  s t u d y a r e a
The to o ls  o f h i s t o r i c a l  geography  have been used; maps o r  
s p a t i a l  d i s t r ib u t io n s ,  m odels and h y p o th ese s . In d iv id in g  th e  
d is c u s s io n  in to  p e r io d s  th e  d a n g e rs  o f  s im p le  c r o s s  s e c t io n s  a t  a 
g iv en  tim e  m ust be bo rne  in  mind: changes a r e  c o n tin u o u s  and 
in te r r e la t e d .  In  a  sm a ll s c a le  s tu d y  th e  amount o f d a ta  f o r  
q u a n t i ta t iv e  a n a ly s i s  i s  l im ite d ;  so  h y p o th ese s  have been p roposed  
and c o n c lu s io n s  su g g e s te d  and  f i e l d s  f o r  p o s s ib le  fu tu re  r e s e a rc h  
in d ic a te d . I t  h a s  been o b se rv ed  by some w r i te r s  t h a t  a  r e s t r i c t e d  
t e r r i t o r y  o f  s tu d y  o r  a  s in g le  s i t u a t io n  can  be an  a p p ro p r ia te  
s e t t i n g  in  w hich to  beg in  to  c o n c e n tra te  on th o s e  p a r t i c u l a r  
a s p e c ts  which may have been n e g le c te d  in  more w id e ly -b a sed  
h i s t o r i c a l  and a n a ly t ic a l  in v e s t ig a t io n s  (Hobsbawm, 1980, 3 - 8 ) .  I t  i s  
now g e n e ra lly  ag re e d  t h a t  more use  sh o u ld  be made o f  a  ran g e  o f 
so u rc e s  which may th row  l ig h t  on lo c a l  c o n d it io n s  and  a t t i t u d e s  
(Baker, 1979, 560, P rin c e , 1980, 230) ,  and h e re  an i n te r d i s c ip l in a r y  
ap p roach  h a s  been made u s in g  ev id en ce  from  a rc h a e o lo g y , lo c a l  
h i s to r y  and lo c a l  geo logy . The s o c ia l  a s p e c ts  o f  human a c t i v i t y  and 
th e  c l a s s  s t r u g g le  f o r  c o n tro l  o f  pow er and p ro d u c tio n  (Baker, 1979, 
565 -67 ) seem to  have p a r t i c u l a r  a p p lic a t io n  to  t h i s  p a r t  o f  
so u th w e ste rn  E ngland; a ls o  th e  r i s e  o f a  c a p i t a l i s t  economy and  th e  
m idd le  c l a s s  (H ilto n , 1973, 1 5 0 -8 0 ).
At th e  tim e  o f  th e  Domesday Survey, la r g e  e s t a t e s  h e ld  by th e  
Crown, th e  abbeys, th e  B ishops o f V e ils  and W in ch este r and  v a r io u s  
Horman lo rd s  occup ied  much o f  c e n t r a l  S om erse t. E c c le s ia s t ic a l  
c o n tro l  o f  la rg e  b lo ck s  o f lan d  co n tin u ed  u n t i l  th e  d i s s o lu t io n  o f 
th e  m o n a s te r ie s  in  th e  s ix te e n th  c e n tu ry . E s ta te s  in  th e  Quantock 
H i l ls  in  th e  w e s te rn  p a r t  o f  th e  a re a  w ere, a s  a  g e n e ra l  ru le ,  
s m a lle r  and more s c a t te r e d .  The a re a  h a s  a lw ays (o r, u n t i l  th e  l a s t  
few d ecades o f th e  p r e s e n t  c e n tu ry ) been p re d o m in a n tly  r u r a l ,  w ith
a g r ic u l tu r e  th e  l a r g e s t  in d u s try .  In 1086 on ly  sev en  s m a ll Saxon 
'b u rh s *. o r  f o r t i f i e d  tow ns, were rec o rd e d . The low lands, in  
p a r t i c u l a r ,  p re s e n te d  p rob lem s f o r  a g r ic u l tu r e  and were s u b je c t  to  
f lo o d in g  (and th e s e  p rob lem s c o n tin u e  in to  th e  tw e n tie th  c e n tu ry ) . 
From th e  t h i r t e e n th  c e n tu ry  onw ards d ra in a g e  and re c la m a tio n  w orks 
in  th e s e  lo w lan d s and  on th e  h i l l  s lo p e s  were o rg a n is e d  o r  approved  
by th e  la n d h o ld e rs , p a r t i c u l a r ly  th e  m o n astic  a u th o r i t i e s ,  r e s u l t in g  
in  more and  im proved lan d  f o r  a g r ic u l tu r e  and s e tt le m e n t .  T h is  was 
seen  e s p e c ia l ly  in  th e  v a l le y s  o f th e  Axe, Brue, P a r r e t t  and Tone 
r i v e r s  and on th e  so u th e rn  s lo p e s  o f  th e  Mendip H i l ls  n e a r  W ells. 
These rec la im ed  la n d s  w ere, and s t i l l  a re , s u i t a b le  f o r  l iv e s to c k . 
L arge f lo c k s  o f sheep  were no ted  in  1086 and  in  abbey and e s t a t e  
r e c o rd s  l a t e r  in  th e  M iddle Ages, in d ic a t in g  th e  econom ic im p o rtan ce  
o f th e  p ro d u c tio n  o f wool. A lso, from  th e  f i f t e e n th  c e n tu ry , c a t t l e  
and d a ir y  p roduce was a  f e a tu re  o f th e  re g io n .
A ccess t o  th e  s e a  by way o f  n a v ig a b le  r i v e r s ,  t i d a l  f o r  
c o n s id e ra b le  d is ta n c e s  in la n d , and  th ro u g h  s m a ll  r i v e r  p o r t s ,  was a 
f a c to r  o f m ajor im portance . By th e  fo u r te e n th  c e n tu ry  th e  i n t e r e s t  
o f Crown and  la n d h o ld e rs  in  t r a d in g  p r o f i t s  had r e s u l te d  in  th e  
founding  o f new tow ns and r i v e r  p o r t s  -  a  t o t a l  o f  more th a n  tw en ty  
in  c e n t r a l  S om erse t. W ith im provem ents and w e irs  in s t i g a t e d  by th e  
m o n astic  a u th o r i t i e s ,  th e  w aterw ays p ro v id e d  a  v a lu a b le  means o f 
t r a n s p o r t  to  W ells, G lasto n b u ry , L an g p o rt, I l c h e s te r  and T aunton. A 
number o f  sm a ll s e a p o r ts  were a c t iv e  a lo n g  th e  n o r th  c o a s t  o f  
S om erse t u n t i l  th e  e a r ly  tw e n tie th  c e n tu ry , because  th e  r i v e r s  and  
th e  S evern  e s tu a ry  gave e a sy  a c c e s s  t o  B r i s to l ,  South  W ales, I re la n d  
and th e  C o n tin en t. M arkets p r o l i f e r a te d  and  th e  s a le  o f  
a g r i c u l tu r a l  p roduce and wool b ro u g h t s u b s ta n t i a l  p r o f i t s  to  
la n d lo rd s , v i l l a g e  w ork ers , m erch an ts  and m iddlem en.
A fte r  th e  mid fo u r te e n th  c e n tu ry , changes to o k  p la c e  in  th e  
p a t t e r n s  o f  lan d h o ld in g  and s e t t le m e n t  a s  in  th e  r e s t  o f  England . 
The sy stem  o f dem esne fa rm in g  d e c lin e d  and e s t a t e s  were d iv id e d  and 
le a se d . H o ld ings v a c a te d  because  o f th e  p lag u e  gave o p p o r tu n i t ie s  
to  th o s e  who w ished  to  e n la rg e  t h e i r  fa rm s o r  to  a c q u ire  new 
te n a n c ie s . In S om erse t a  change in  th e  p a t t e r n  o f  lan d h o ld in g  and 
use r e s u l te d  from  th e s e  f a c to r s  and a ls o  from  th e  p r o f i t  to  be made 
from wool and w oollen  c lo th .  Sheep p a s tu r in g  re q u ire d  l e s s  lab o u r; 
ind ep en d en t fa rm e rs  cou ld  use  p r o f i t s  to  ex ten d  t h e i r  h o ld in g s  and 
e n c lo se  f u r th e r  p a rc e ls  o f  lan d . Taunton and  W ells became t e x t i l e  
c e n tr e s  and, l a t e r ,  th e  c lo th  in d u s t r y  d if fu s e d  o u t in to  th e  
c o u n try s id e . V illa g e s  such  a s  D u n ste r and Croscom be e x p e rien c e d  
g row th  and p r o s p e r i ty .  From th e  fo u r te e n th  to  th e  m id - s ix te e n th  
c e n tu r ie s  s to n e  houses and newly b u i l t  ch u rc h e s  and ch u rch  to w e rs  
were c o n s tru c te d  in  many tow ns and  v i l l a g e s ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  in  th e  
low lands and r i v e r  v a lle y s .  These b u ild in g s  a r e  an  in d ic a t io n  t h a t  
th e re  was s u f f i c i e n t  w ea lth  in  th e s e  com m unities f o r  such  p u rp o se s  
and t h a t  some p la c e s  and  p eo p le , a t  l e a s t ,  were d o in g  w e ll. 
B rid g w a te r, th e  l a r g e s t  and m ost p ro sp e ro u s  p o r t  from  th e  fo u r te e n th  
to  th e  e ig h te e n th  c e n tu r ie s ,  t ra d e d  in  t e x t i l e s ,  w ine, wood, i ro n , 
s a l t ,  g r a in  and  c a t t l e .  l o t  a l l  p a r t s  o f th e  re g io n , how ever, a p p e a r  
to  have been e q u a lly  p ro sp e ro u s  and  a  la c k  o f b u i ld in g  o r  r e b u i ld in g  
in  some rem ote p la c e s  away from  t r a d e  ro u te s  may in d ic a te  a  l e s s  
fa v o u ra b le  s i t u a t io n  -  o r , p e rh a p s , s im p ly  a  la c k  o f  th e  need o r  
d e s i r e  to  re b u ild .
The s o c ia l  e f f e c t s  o f  th e  chan g in g  p a t t e r n s  o f  la n d h o ld in g  can  
be seen  in  th e  r i s e  o f th e  yeoman c la s s ,  p ro sp e ro u s  fa rm e rs , 
in d ep en d en t, and a b le  to  p r a c t ic e  m ixed a r a b le  and l iv e s to c k  
p ro d u c tio n . Land and p ro p e r ty  in  th e  r u r a l  a r e a s  was p u rch a se d  by
w ealthy  m erch an ts  and c lo th ie r s  from  th e  t e x t i l e  tow ns and v i l l a g e s  
and from  th e  p o r t  o f B rid g w a te r. On th e  o th e r  hand, lo s s  o f 
employment and o f g ra z in g  r i g h t s  gave r i s e  to  c o m p la in ts  o f r u r a l  
p o v e rty . By th e  s ix te e n th  c e n tu ry . A cts  o f P a r lia m e n t t r i e d  to  d e a l  
w ith  th e  p rob lem s o f la n d le s s  v a g ra n ts ,  A s o c ia l  d iv is io n  a ro s e  in  
th e  tow ns betw een th e  r ic h  m erch an ts  and t r a d e r s  and a  w orking  
c la s s  em ployed in  th e  t e x t i l e  and o th e r  lo c a l  in d u s t r ie s  and in  th e  
p o r ts .
Even in  an  a re a  a s  s m a ll a s  t h i s  now s tu d ie d , v a r i a t io n s  can  
be seen  in  th e  deve lo p in g  sp a ce  economy. In th e  w e s te rn  p a r t ,  in  
th e  f o o th i l l s  o f th e  Q uantocks, much e n c lo su re  had ta k e n  p la c e  by 
th e  fo u r te e n th  c e n tu ry . Here, i t  had f o r  many c e n tu r ie s  been th e  
custom  on th e  s m a ll h o ld in g s  to  o p e ra te  mixed fa rm in g  s y s te m s . In 
th e  lo w lan d s, open f i e l d s  rem ained  u n t i l  th e  e ig h te e n th  c e n tu ry  in  
some v i l l a g e s ,  f o r  exam ple, W estonzoyland w hich was a c o rn  g row ing  
a re a . Yet a g a in , a lo n g  th e  c o a s ta l  s t r i p  g e n e ra lly ,  t r a c e s  o f  open 
f i e l d s  e x is te d  and  can  s t i l l  be se en  on th e  ground and  in  a i r  
p h o tog raphy  b u t th e  farm  economy in c lu d ed  much l iv e s to c k  and  many 
commons rem ained  u n t i l  th e  e n c lo s u re s  o f th e  l a t e  e ig h te e n th  
c e n tu ry . But th e  s i t u a t io n  a t  any tim e  can n o t be r e l a te d  e n t i r e ly ,  o r  
p e rh a p s  even p a r t l y ,  to  en v iro n m en ta l c o n s id e ra t io n s  and  d iv is io n  
in to  a re a s  can  be m is lea d in g  and d angerous .The re a s o n s  f o r  ch an g es  
in  lan d  use  a re  s t i l l  n o t  f u l ly  known and an  in te r a c t in g  m ass o f 
s o c ia l ,  econom ic and p o l i t i c a l  v a r ia b le s  m ust be ta k e n  in to  a c co u n t.
A fte r  th e  d i s s o lu t io n  o f th e  m o n a s te r ie s , la n d h o ld in g s  f u r th e r  
in c re a s e d  in  s iz e  and c o u n try  hou ses  and p a rk s  were c o n s tru c te d  by 
th o s e  who had th e  means to  a c q u ire  lan d  and  p ro p e r ty  The s o c ia l ,  
econpom ic and, p e rh a p s  p o l i t i c a l  d iv is io n  o f c la s s e s  was a c c e n tu a te d  
by th e s e  v e n ts  and  a ls o  by th e  d e c lin e  a t  t h a t  tim e  o f  th e  w oo llen
c lo th  in d u s try .  I n f la t io n  and  c o m p o titio n  from  home and  ab ro a d  had 
reduced  th e  p r o s p e r i ty  and s iz e  o f  th e  t e x t i l e  c e n tr e s .  At th e  
b e g in n in g  o f th e  s e v e n te e n th  c e n tu ry , when t h i s  s tu d y  en d s , maps 
i l l u s t r a t e  th e  la rg e  number o f  su ch  co u n try  houses and  p a rk s  on 
lan d  p re v io u s ly  m o n astic  o r  w aste  in  th e  so u th  and w e s t o f  th e  
s tu d y  a re a . A h y p o th e s is  i s  p u t fo rw ard  t h a t  th e  th r e e fo ld  econom ic 
and s o c ia l  d iv is io n  o f th e  a re a  e x is te d  by t h a t  tim e  and  t h a t  t h i s  
co n tin u ed  u n t i l  w e ll in to  th e  n in e te e n th  c e n tu ry ; p e rh a p s , a ls o ,  
in to  th e  e a r ly  tw e n tie th  c e n tu ry .
A su rv e y  o f  l a t e r  developm ents in  th e  a re a  show s t h a t  f u r th e r  
and im p o r ta n t econom ic and s o c ia l  changes to o k  p la c e  a f t e r  th e  
p e r io d  covered  in  t h i s  s tu d y , from  th e  l a t e  e ig h te e n th  c e n tu ry  
onw ards. These changes may be ro o te d  in  th e  c l a s s  s t r u c tu r e  which 
o b ta in e d  by th e  b e g in n in g  o f  th e  s e v e n te e n th  c e n tu ry . The w ealthy  
landow ners and e n tre p re n e u rs  s e t t l e d  in  S om erse t and in  o th e r  p a r t s  
o f E ngland by th e  l a t e  s e v e n te e n th  and e ig h te e n th  c e n tu r ie s  
developed  an i n t e r e s t  in  im proved tech n o lo g y  and  fa rm in g  m ethods. 
T ra n sp o r t  by lan d  had been im proved and speeded  up and  th e r e  was a 
renew ed i n t e r e s t  in  lan d  re c la m a tio n  and  d ra in a g e , and  th e  p r o f i t s  
to  be made from  in v es tm e n t in  th e s e  developm en ts. M arsh and  moor 
were d ra in e d , e n c lo se d  and occup ied  by lo c a l  landow ners and  fa rm e rs , 
and la rg e  new w a te rc o u rse s  were c o n s tru c te d  ( fo r  in s ta n c e  th e  K ing 's  
Sedgemoor D rain  c o n s tru c te d  in  1797). In many low land  and  c o a s ta l  
d i s t r i c t s  a lm o s t a l l  common lan d  was e n c lo se d  a f t e r  1770 and  b e fo re  
th e  1841 T ith e  aw ards (J.L ocke 's  map, 1770 and  th e  1841 T ith e  Award 
maps, Som erset Record O ff ic e ) , and  much common g ra z in g  had been 
lo s t .
The m id -e ig h te e n th  c e n tu ry  saw th e  com ing o f  c a n a ls  and 
ra i lw a y s  and a movement from  th e  d ecay in g  in la n d  v i l l a g e s  t o  tow ns
such  a s  B rid g w a te r, H ighbridge  and Taunton where em ploym ent was to  
be had. The o ld  landow ning p a t t e r n  rem ained  in  th e  in la n d  a re a s  o f 
th e  w est and  s o u th . P la c e s  a lo n g  th e  c o a s t  and  n e a r  th e  ra i lw a y s  
became in d u s t r ia l i s e d  w ith  ra i lw a y  w orkshops, e n g in e e rin g , and th e  
m anu factu re  o f b r ic k s  and t i l e s .  The p o r ts ,  e s p e c ia l ly  B rid g w a te r, 
f lo u r is h e d . L a te r  in  th e  c e n tu ry  th e  new i n t e r e s t  in  s e a s id e  
h o lid a y s  in c re a s e d  th e  s iz e  o f  p re v io u s ly  s m a ll f i s h in g  v i l l a g e s  -  
Burnham on Sea and M inehead.
However, th e  n in e te e n th  c e n tu ry  i n d u s t r i a l  g row th  n ev e r 
m atched t h a t  o f  n o r th e rn  E ngland o r  South W ales. B r id g w a te r 's  
p o p u la tio n  ro s e  from  3600 in  1801 to  10960 in  1851 (Census r e tu r n s ,  
S om erse t Record O ffice ) b u t, l a t e r  in  th e  c e n tu ry , g row th  a lm o s t 
s to p p e d . The a g r i c u l tu r a l  d e p re s s io n  caused  unem ploym ent, p o v e rty  
and m ig ra tio n  from  th e  coun ty  to  South  W ales, th e  M idlands and 
o v e rse a s . B rid g w a te r and th e  n o r th  S om erse t p o r t s  s u f f e r e d  lo s s  o f  
t r a d e  a t  th e  sam e tim e, p a r t l y  a s  a  r e s u l t  o f  th e  t r a d e  g o in g  to  th e  
new p o r t s  on S e v e rn s id e  and  South  Wales and a ls o  a f t e r  th e  
c o n s tru c tio n  in  1886 o f th e  Severn  ra ilw a y  tu n n e l to  W ales. In 
s p i t e  o f th e  i n d u s t r i a l  n o r th e rn  f r in g e ,  th e  coun ty , and a  la r g e  p a r t
o f th e  s tu d y  a re a , was s t i l l  dom inated  by th e  econom ic and  s o c ia l
d iv is io n s  -  th e  la rg e  landow ners in  th e  w est and  so u th , th e  fa rm in g  
comm unity, n o t now so  p ro sp e ro u s , and  th e  s m a ll  i n d u s t r i a l  tow ns
and p o r ts .  S o c ia l and p o l i t i c a l  pow er, a t  l e a s t ,  was s t i l l  in  th e
hands o f th e  w ealthy  and landow ning  c la s s e s .
D uring th e  l a s t  s i x t y  y e a rs  th e  p a t t e r n s  o f  s e t t le m e n t  and  
in d u s try  have changed d ra m a tic a l ly ,  g iv in g  r i s e  to  th e  i n t e r e s t  in  
lo c a l  c o n d it io n s  w hich prom pted  t h i s  s tu d y . A f te r  th e  1914-18  w ar 
th e  in c re a s e d  s iz e  o f s h ip s  r e s u l te d  in  th e  c lo s u re  o f  m ost s m a ll  
p o r ts .  The ra ilw a y  w orks and th e  b r ic k  and t i l e  f a c t o r i e s  c lo s e d
d u rin g  th e  1950s and  1960s because  o f  c e n t r a l i s a t io n  and 
c o m p e titio n . Economic d i f f i c u l t i e s  and in  some c a s e s  f i r s t  w orld
war c a s u a l t i e s  caused  th e  b rea k  up o f many o f  th e  la r g e  e s t a t e s .  
These were d iv id e d  and  s o ld  to  fa rm e rs  and  to  house b u i ld e r s  and 
s p e c u la to r s .  Modern fa rm s, now p ro p ero u s  ( a t  l e a s t  u n t i l  th e  
p re s e n t  p rob lem s w ith  o v e rp ro d u c tio n  and th e  m ilk  q u o ta ) , in c re a s e d  
in  s iz e  and  p ro d u c t iv i ty .
J u s t  b e fo re , d u rin g  and  s h o r t l y  a f t e r  th e  1939-45  w ar, new 
in d u s t r ie s  came to  th e  area,* p l a s t i c s ,  c h e m ica ls , l i g h t  e n g in e e rin g  
and woodworking. A la rg e  in c re a s e  in  p o p u la tio n  fo llow ed ; th e  1981 
cen su s  coun ted  27825 p e rs o n s  in  B rid g w ate r and  36200 in  Taunton, 
th e  coun ty  town and a d m in is t r a t iv e  c e n tre . Mow, p a r t i c u l a r l y  on th e  
c o a s t  and in  th e  v i l l a g e s ,  th e  p o p u la tio n  in c re a s e  i s  b e in g  
a c c e n tu a te d  by an  in f lu x  o f  r e t i r e d  p e rso n s  from  o th e r  p a r t s  o f 
E ngland. The p o p u la tio n  o f  Burnham on Sea h a s  r i s e n  by 27 p e r  c e n t 
d u rin g  th e  l a s t  te n  y e a rs . V il la g e s  have been e n la rg e d  to  c o n ta in  
com m uters and p e n s io n e rs  r a th e r  th a n  farm  o r  lo c a l  w o rk ers ; 
a g r ic u l tu r e  now u ses  m ach ines r a t h e r  th a n  men. A f a i r l y  h ig h  
unemployment r a t e  c a u se s  young p e rs o n s  to  move away. The 
p ro p o r t io n  o f in h a b i ta n ts  o f S om erse t d e s c e n t  to  newcom ers 
d im in ish e s  s te a d i ly .
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CHAPTER I I
THE SITUATlOM AT THE TIME OF THE DOMESDAY SURVEY
The m ajor so u rc e  o f d a ta  f o r  th e  rev iew  in  t h i s  c h a p te r  i s  th e  
Domesday Survey i t s e l f ,  com piled  In  1086, tw e n ty  y e a r s  a f t e r  th e  
Morman C onquest. T h is  s e t s  th e  sc en e  f o r  th e  e le v e n th  c e n tu ry ,
c o v e rin g  England w ith  th e  e x c ep tio n  o f some n o r th e rn  c o u n tie s .
W illiam  I o rd e re d  t h i s  su rv e y  to  e v a lu a te  lan d  and  p ro p e r ty  and 
to  e s ta b l i s h  th e  a c tu a l  h o ld e r s , a t  a  tim e  when Morman lo r d s  had ta k e n  
over a lm o st a l l  th e  m ajor la n d h o ld in g s , under th e  k in g . T h e re fo re , 
s e t t le m e n t  p a t t e r n s  and econom ic c o n d it io n s  a t  t h a t  tim e  were s t i l l  
la rg e ly  th o se  o f  th e  p re -c o n q u e s t  s o c ie ty .  The m ass o f  in fo rm a tio n  
g a th e re d  by th e  Domesday s u rv e y o rs  was re a r ra n g e d , a b r id g e d  and 
cop ied  in to  one volume a t  W incheste r. In 1783 th e  t e x t  was p r in te d  by 
Abraham F a r  l e y , and , in  1861 /3 , f a c s im ile s  were p re p a re d  by th e
O rdnance Survey. F a r le y 's  t e x t ,  w ith  some e r r o r s  n o ted , was used  in
th e  m ost r e c e n t  t r a n s l a t i o n  o f th e  Domesday f o r  S om erse t (M orris , 
1980, I n t r o ) . F o r th e  so u th w e s te rn  c o u n tie s , in c lu d in g  S om erse t, 
however, some e x t r a  in fo rm a tio n , d e t a i l s  o f some p e rs o n s  and  l iv e s to c k  
f o r  in s ta n c e , i s  o b ta in a b le  from  a n o th e r  s e t  o f r e tu r n s .  T h is  i s  th e  
L iber E x o n ie n sis  th e  m an u sc rip t o f w hich i s  h e ld  a t  E x e te r  C a th e d ra l 
L ib ra ry .
These two v e rs io n s  o f  th e  Domesday su rv e y  have form ed th e
s u b je c t  o f  many s tu d ie s  d e a lin g  w ith  E ngland a s  a  whole and S om erse t 
in  p a r t i c u l a r . M ost a n a ly s e s  o f th e  d a ta  re v e a l  d e fe c ts  and  o m is s io n s  
and d i f f i c u l t i e s  in  in te r p r e ta t io n .  In p a r t  th e s e  p ro b lem s may be due 
to  i t s  o r ig in a l  fu n c tio n  a s  a  su rv e y  c a r r ie d  ou t f o r  econom ic and 
p o l i t i c a l  p u rp o se s . The s u rv e y o rs  were employed to  f in d  ou t th e  names 
o f th e  main la n d h o ld e rs , m anors and s e t t le m e n ts .  The use  o f  lan d  f o r  
a ra b le  p u rp o se s , meadow, l iv e s to c k  and w oodland, and  a  v a lu a t io n  o f
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lan d  and p ro p e r ty , was re q u ire d  a s  a  b a s is  f o r  th e  a s se s s m e n t o f ta x , 
and c a sh  v a lu e s  w ere th e  m a tte r  o f m ajor im p o rtan ce . The number and 
s t a t u s  o f p e rs o n s  occupying  lan d , o r  w orking  on i t ,  was o f i n t e r e s t ,  
w h i ls t  p e rs o n s  n o t employed o r  la n d le s s  were ig n o re d . Changes in  th e  
h o ld e rs  o f p ro p e r ty  and in  v a lu a t io n s  betw een 1066 and  1086 were,
a ls o , rec o rd e d . In  S om erse t, la r g e  t r a c t s  o f ro y a l  f o r e s t ,  m oorland 
and m arsh  were la r g e ly  ig n o re d , p resum ab ly  because  th e  lan d  was Crown 
p ro p e r ty  o r  was th o u g h t to  be o f l i t t l e  econom ic v a lu e  (Morgan, 1938, 
143).
D isc re p a n c ie s  a ls o  a ro s e  th ro u g h  e r r o r s  and o m iss io n s  in  
t r a n s c r ip t i o n .  I n te r p r e ta t io n  h a s  been f u r th e r  ham pered by ig n o ra n c e  
o f th e  e x a c t  con tem porary  m eaning o f some o f th e  s p e c i f i c  te rm s  used 
(Morgan, 1979, 23) ;  and m easurem ents o f  lan d  and d i s ta n c e s  were
som etim es am biguous. F or in s ta n c e , f o r e s t s  w ere d e s c r ib e d  in  leag u es  
(F inn & W heatley, 1967, 187). The u se  and m eaning o f  th e  term  'h id e ' 
h a s  been th e  s u b je c t  o f much d is c u s s io n ;  some r e s e a rc h e r s  now 
c o n s id e r  t h a t  a  h id e  v a r ie d  in  a re a  in  d i f f e r e n t  r e g io n s  in  E ngland 
because  o f  lo c a l  p h y s ic a l  c o n d it io n s , and t h a t  a t te m p ts  made to  
s ta n d a r d is e  i t  a t  one hundred and tw en ty  a c re s  had been u n su c c e s s fu l . 
I t  i s  now su g g e s te d  t h a t  th e  h id e  cou ld  be used  in  s e v e r a l  ways: a s  a  
u n i t  o f  lan d  m easurem ent, a s  a  m easure o f m onetary  v a lu e  o r  
p ro d u c tio n , o r  a s  a  u n i t  o f l i a b i l i t y  f o r  ta x .  In  w est S o m erse t, in  
p a r t i c u l a r ,  th e  a c tu a l  s iz e  o f  th e  h id e  a p p e a rs  t o  v a ry  amd many s m a ll  
s e t t le m e n ts  a re  r a te d  in  'v i r g a t e s ' and  'f u r lo n g s ' (B ates, 1899, 104,
Round, 1906, 380 & 383 -434 , M o rris , 1980, 294) .
F u r th e r  p rob lem s a r i s e  when th e  d a ta  a r e  s tu d ie d . In  S o m erse t, 
th e  num bers o f  p lough team s h e ld  by lo rd  and  v i l l a g e r s  som etim es 
exceed and som etim es f a l l  s h o r t  o f  th e  t o t a l  num bers e n te re d  f o r  th e  
m anor and th e  s u g g e s tio n  h a s  been made t h a t  th e  su rv e y o r  e n te re d  an
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e s tim a te d , o r  assum ed, t o t a l  (M orris , 1980, 294) .  A gain, Domesday does 
n o t a lw ays d i s t in g u is h  betw een th e  la n d s , w o rk ers  o r  b e a s t s  owned by 
th e  m anor and th o s e  c o n tro l le d  by te n a n ts ,
Domesday settlements 
The c o r r e c t  i d e n t i f i c a t io n  and  lo c a t io n  o f  Domesday p la c e  names 
h a s  o f te n  p roved  d i f f i c u l t .  Inad eq u a te  u n d e rs ta n d in g  o f th e  language 
used in  1086 and la c k  o f lo c a l  know ledge h a s  led  to  e r r o r s .  The sam e 
name in  Domesday can  now be s p e l le d  in  many d i f f e r e n t  ways: f o r  
in s ta n c e  'c ru c h e ' can  be 'c ro o k ' o r  'c r i c k e t '.  P la c e s  now p re f ix e d  
'Eas t *  o r  ' West* a re  n o t d i f f e r e n t i a te d ;  some named h o ld in g s  such  a s  
com posite  m anors covered  more th a n  one s e t t le m e n t  and th e  t o t a l s  
shown p ro b a b ly  in c lu d e  unnamed s m a ll farm s and h a m le ts  o v e r a  w ide 
a re a . Many s e t t le m e n ts  n o t y e t  id e n t i f i e d  in  Domesday a re  now known, 
th ro u g h  th e  ev id en ce  o f a  fam ily  docum ent o r  a  m o n astic  c h a r t e r ,  o r  
from  Morman o r  p re -c o n q u e s t  a r c h i te c tu r e  in  a  ch u rch , to  have e x is te d  
in  th e  e le v e n th  c e n tu ry  (Darby, 1967, 355 ). F ie ldw ork  may in d ic a te  
th e  lo c a t io n  o f  a  ham le t p o s s ib ly  abandoned o r  moved to  a  new s i t e  
b e fo re  th e  im p lem en ta tion  o f th e  Domesday su rv e y . Some c l a r i f i c a t i o n  
o f th e  e x te n t  and b o u n d a rie s  o f ch u rch  and m o n as tic  e s t a t e s  can  be 
o b ta in e d  from  Saxon c h a r t e r s  o f g r a n t s  and  endowm ents to  th e  
r e l ig io u s  i n s t i t u t i o n s .  These c h a r t e r s  s u rv iv e , am ongst o th e r  p la c e s ,  
in  r e c o rd s  h e ld  a t  T r in i ty  C o llege  Cam bridge, in  W ells C a th e d ra l 
L ib ra ry  and in  th e  S om erse t Record O ffic e . Many o f them  have been 
t r a n s c r ib e d ,  s tu d ie d  and p u b lish e d  (Grundy, 1927 & 1934, F in b e rg , 
1964). U n fo rtu n a te ly , a lth o u g h  some few c h a r t e r  docum ents a r e  o r ig in a l ,  
many a re , in  f a c t ,  l a t e r  c o p ie s  and  c o n s id e ra b le  c a u tio n  i s  needed in  
t h e i r  use: m edieval copy ing  h a s  p roduced  e r r o r s  and m is ta k e s . A lso,
th e  s tu d y  o f  maps and docum ents w ith o u t ad eq u ate  f i e l d  work can  be 
u n s a t i s f a c to r y .  A more r e c e n t  s tu d y  o f th e  l i n g u i s t i c  d e r iv a t io n  o f 
p la c e  names now r a i s e s  q u e s tio n s  abou t th e  i d e n t i f i c a t io n  o f  some
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s i t e s  and b o u n d a rie s  in  th e  work o f Grundy and F in b e rg  (G elling , 
1975B, 2 0 9 -1 6 ).
At one tim e  th e  ev idence  o f p la c e  names was th o u g h t t o  in d ic a te  
t h a t  many s e t t le m e n ts  were o f p o s t-c o n q u e s t  d a te  (M aitland , 1911, 84) .  
In r e c e n t  y e a rs , how ever, t h i s  h a s  been d isp u te d . R esearch  in to  
language and o rth o g ra p h y  h a s  shown t h a t ,  a p a r t  from  th e  a d d it io n  o f  a 
lo rm an  l o r d 's  name to  an  e x is t in g  v i l la g e ,  th e r e  a re  a c tu a l ly  few 
in s ta n c e s  o f  Morman F rench  v i l l a g e  names (G e llin g , 1978A, 2 3 6 ). Some 
a u th o r i t i e s  now c o n s id e r  t h a t  w ith  th e  e x c ep tio n  o f l a t e r  h o ld in g s  on 
rec la im ed  and a s s a r te d  lan d , th e  m ain p a t t e r n  o f v i l l a g e  s e t t le m e n t  
had been l a id  down by 1066 (Titow , 1969,35, Dodgshon 1978, 81) .  But 
o th e r  s c h o la r s  f e e l  t h a t  ex am in a tio n  o f th e  Domesday e n t r i e s  show s 
t h a t  changes were ta k in g  p la c e  a t  abou t t h a t  tim e; s c a t t e r e d  
in d iv id u a l  s e t t le m e n ts  in  la r g e  p re -c o n q u e s t  e s t a t e s  w ere d e v e lo p in g  
in to  n u c le a r  s t r u c tu r e s .  L andhold ing  lo rd s  were ta k in g  c o n tr o l  
(Sawyer, 1979 ,8). I t  i s  su g g e s te d  t h a t  some o f th e s e  m u lt ip le  e s t a t e s  
had been h e ld  by th e  Crown in  Saxon tim e s , w ith  te n a n ts  and bondsm en, 
and t h a t  th e  e s t a t e s  s u rv iv e d  a s  la rg e  s c a t t e r e d  h o ld in g s  re c o rd e d  in  
Domesday (Jones, 1978, 7 5 -6 ) . Some la rg e  frag m en ted  e s t a t e s  in  th e  
f e r t i l e  v a l le y s  o f c e n t r a l  S om erse t a r e  a p p a re n t a t  1086. Some o f 
th e s e  were h e ld  by th e  k in g  and some by in f lu e n t i a l  Morman lo rd s  
(Hobhouse, 1889, x & 2 2 -2 3 ).
Local h i s to r i a n s  and h i s t o r i c a l  g e o g ra p h e rs  w r i t in g  d u r in g  th e  
e ig h te e n th  and n in e te e n th  c e n tu r ie s  have quo ted  t r a n s c r i p t s  o f 
Domesday to  s u p p o rt  t h e i r  i d e n t i f i c a t io n  o f la n d h o ld in g , la n d h o ld e rs  
and s e t t le m e n ts  (C o llin so n , 1791, P h e lp s, 1836). T hese w r i te r s ,  
how ever, a rra n g e d  Domesday p la c e  names by H undreds and  by th e  
p a r i s h e s  o f  l a t e r  c e n tu r ie s .  F u r th e r , th e  o rg a n is a t io n  o f  H undreds a t  
1086 d i f f e r e d  from  th e  m edieval p a t t e r n  and  n e i th e r  v e r s io n  o f 
Domesday p ro v id e s  ad equate  in fo rm a tio n  on t h i s  problem  (M o rris , 1980,
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Appendix I 3 7 0 -8 0 ). Im p o rta n tly , th e  a t t i t u d e s  o f t h e i r  tim e  gave 
th e s e  w r i te r s  a  p rim a ry  co n cern  w ith  e s t a t e s  and la n d h o ld e rs  in  1086 
and w ith  th e  g row th  o f e s t a t e s  in  su cceed in g  c e n tu r ie s .  In th e  l a t e  
n in e te e n th  c e n tu ry  o th e r  w r i te r s  exam ined th e  d a ta ,  checked  some of 
th e  a ssu m p tio n s  made abou t th e  i d e n t i ty  o f Domesday p la c e  names and 
used  th e  E x e te r  Domesday ta x  r e tu r n  in  an e f f o r t  t o  r e c o n s t r u c t  th e  
Domesday H undreds (Eyton, 1880, I & I I ) .  The V ic to r ia  County History. 
nf Som erset I (Page, 1906) c o n ta in s  th e  t r a n s la t e d  t e x t  o f b o th  th e  
Exchequer and E x e te r  v e rs io n s  and an  in tro d u c tio n  to  Domesday w ith  
e x p la n a tio n s  (B ates, 1906, 434 -525 , Round, 1906, 5 8 3 -4 3 3 ). In t h i s  
p u b lic a tio n  th e  w r i te r s  c a s t  doub t on some o f th e  e a r l i e r  s i t e  
i d e n t i f i c a t io n s .  S c h o la rs  in  th e  p r e s e n t  c e n tu ry  have q u e s tio n e d  th e  
c o n c lu s io n s  o f  th e  c o n tr ib u to r s  to  th e  V ic to r ia  County H is to r y  and 
have amended t h e i r  in te r p r e ta t io n s .  E xam ination  o f some f o r ty  p la c e  
names in  S om erse t led  to  r e v is e d  i d e n t i f i c a t io n s  and to  some new 
lo c a t io n s  w ith in  th e  s tu d y  a re a  -  f o r  in s ta n c e ,  A ndersey and  A lle r  
(N orland, 1954/5 , 38 -4 8  & 1963/4 , 9 4 -9 8 ). These r e v i s io n s  have been 
in c lu d ed  in  th e  Domesday G a z e tte e r  and a re  l i s t e d  in  th e  m ost r e c e n t  
t r a n s l a t i o n  o f th e  S om erse t Domesday (Darby & V ersey , 1975, M o rris , 
1980, 3 4 7 -6 8 ). I t  can  now be a c ce p ted  t h a t  th e  m a jo r ity  o f  th e  s ix  
hundred and f i f t y  p la c e s  named in  Som erset have been id e n t i f i e d  and 
t h a t  a  d i s t r ib u t io n  map g iv e s  a  f a i r  p ic tu r e  o f th e  s i t u a t io n .  
However, in  S om erse t a s  in  th e  r e s t  o f E ngland , th e  p a t t e r n  shown 
can n o t y e t  be reg a rd e d  a s  f u l ly  com plete  o r  e n t i r e l y  a c c u ra te .
D is tr ib u t io n  o f p o p u la tio n  and s e t t le m e n t  I n -the late ..eleventh century,- 
The t o t a l  p o p u la tio n  o f E ngland a t  1086 can  be e s t im a te d  on ly  
ro u g h ly . E s tim a te s  v a ry  from  one to  two m il l io n  t o t a l  p o p u la tio n  in  
England, ig n o rin g  th o s e  n o r th e rn  c o u n tie s  w hich w ere l a id  w a s te  by th e  
Conqueror and n o t su rv ey ed . M u ltip le s  o f 3.5 t o  5.0  have  been used
15
w ith  th e  Domesday f ig u r e s  (R u sse ll, 194Ô, 36 , 52 , F o s tan , 1965, 562, 
Derby & F inn , 1967, 3 3 6 ). By t h i s  means i t  was hoped to  in c lu d e  
fa m ilie s ,  p e rs o n s  in  ho ly  o rd e r s , and o th e r s  who a re  n o t m entioned  in  
th e  su rv e y  because , i f  l a n d le s s  o r  n o t em ployed, th e y  had no econom ic 
s ig n i f ic a n c e  in  th e  ey es  o f th e  r e c o rd e rs .
The so u th  and e a s t  o f England a p p e a r  t o  have been th e  m ost 
p ro sp e ro u s  and w ell p o p u la te d . S om erse t, a s  a  coun ty , ran k ed  abou t 
s e v e n th  from  th e  to p  in  te rm s  o f th e  e s tim a te d  p o p u la tio n  (Dodgshon, 
1978, 83) .  A r e c e n t  e s t im a te  s u g g e s ts  an u n fre e  o r  ' bound ' S om erse t 
p o p u la tio n  o f 12856 w ith  619 b u rg e sse s  (Dunning, 1978, 10) .
Domesday d a ta  have been a n a ly se d  to  p roduce  e s tim a te d  
d i s t r ib u t io n s  o f p o p u la tio n  and s e t t le m e n t  f o r  th e  v a r io u s  r e g io n s  o f 
E ngland, in c lu d in g  S om erse t (F inn & W heatley, 1967, 1 4 6 -6 5 ). The 
rec o rd e d  num bers o f p e rs o n s  were averag ed  p e r  sq u a re  m ile  ov er 
g e o g ra p h ic a l r e g io n s , a b i t r a r i l y  based  on a  c o l le c t io n  o f  p a r i s h e s ,  
(F inn & W heatley, 1967, F ig . 39) .  T h is  m ethod how ever, i s  open to  
c r i t i c i s m  because  th e  chosen  a re a s  were la r g e ,  e x te n d in g  in  some 
in s ta n c e s  ov er s ix t y  o r  e ig h ty  sq u a re  m iles  and  a p p e a r  to  have been 
based  on th e  lay o u t o f  th e  p h y s ic a l  geography . They a ls o  c u t  a c ro s s  
d i f f e r e n t  ty p e s  o f lan d h o ld in g  and th ey  ig n o re  lo c a l  econom ic,
p o l i t i c a l  o r  h i s t o r i c  f a c to r s .  A verages can  be low ered  by th e
e x is te n c e  o f s p a r s e ly  p o p u la ted  ro y a l  f o r e s t s  a s  in  th e  Mendip H i l ls ,  
in  th e  low er P a r r e t t  v a lle y  a t  M orth P e th e r to n  and  a t  Meroche s o u th  o f 
Taunton. A reas o f  moor and  m arsh  can  have a  s im i la r  e f f e c t .  A lso , a 
s im i la r  d e n s i ty  cou ld  r e s u l t  from  one la rg e  s e t t le m e n t  in  a  d e s e r te d  
c o u n try s id e  o r  from  a  la rg e  number o f s m a ll s i t e s .
A c le a r e r  p ic tu r e  o f  th e  s i t u a t io n  may be se en  in  an  i l l u s t r a t i o n  
o f  th e  d i s t r ib u t io n  o f s e t t le m e n ts  w ith in  th e  s tu d y  a re a . F ig u re  2
u se s  a s  a  b a s i s  th e  1967 a n a ly s i s  o f s e t t le m e n ts  by F inn  & W heatley
(1967, 146, F ig . 36) .  Sym bols on F ig u re  2 in d ic a te  s i t e s  w here
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5 n i l s
F ig . 2 . Domesday s e t t le m e n ts  and fo u r te e n th  
c e n tu ry  'v i l l s '
•  Domesday s i t e s  id e n t i f i e d  in  1967 
(Finn & W heatley, 146, F ig . 36)
O L a te r  amendm ents (M orris, 1980, 347 -68 )
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/  Royal Estates Ecclesiastical Estates Others
F i g .  3 ,  M a j o r  E s t a t e  h o l d e r s  a t  D o m e s d a y  
( H o b h o u s e ,  1 8 8 9 ,  x  Z t 2 2  — 2 3  )
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i d e n t i f i c a t io n  h a s  s in c e  been q u e s tio n e d  o r  amended (M orris , 1950, 
3 4 7 -6 8 ). F o r l a t e r  com parison , th e  s i t e s  o f fo u r te e n th  c e n tu ry  'v i l l s '  
a re  a ls o  shown. The p a t t e r n s  i l l u s t r a t e d  in  F ig u re  2 have been used 
to  s u g g e s t  a  p a u c ity  o f s e t t le m e n t  on th e  h ig h  ground o f w est 
S om erse t and in  th e  m arshy low lands o f th e  c e n t r a l  v a l le y s  w here, in  
f a c t ,  th e  p o p u la tio n  d e n s i ty  i s  low (W illiam s, 1970, 22 , F ig . 5 ) . 
W h ils t s e t t le m e n ts  m igh t av o id  lan d  u n s u ita b le  f o r  a g r ic u l tu re ,  
o bse rv ed  v a r i a t io n s  in  s e t t le m e n t  p a t t e r n s  and p o p u la tio n  a r e  n o t now 
a t t r ib u t e d  e n t i r e ly  to  g e o g ra p h ic a l and m o rp h o lo g ica l f a c t o r s  a s  th e y  
were some f i f t y  y e a rs  ago (Morgan, 1938, 1 3 9 -4 4 ). Modern s tu d e n ts  
acknow ledge th e  im p o rtan ce  o f th e  env ironm en t, b u t f e e l  t h a t  i t s  
e f f e c t s  a re  tem pered  by an in te r a c t in g  m ass o f s o c ia l ,  econom ic and 
p o l i t i c a l  v a r ia b le s .  A more a c c u ra te  accoun t and e x p la n a tio n  o f th e  
c o n d it io n s  p re v a i l in g  may be found in  an ex am in a tio n  o f  th e  lo c a l  
sp a ce  economy, th e  s o c ia l  c o n d it io n s  and th e  e s t a t e  s t r u c tu r e s  and 
c o n d it io n s  o f lan d h o ld in g  and a ls o  th e  dom inant id e o lo g ie s  (Mewson, 
1976, 2 3 9 -5 5 ). In  r e c e n t  y e a rs  i t  h a s  been p o in te d  ou t t h a t  w e s te rn  
S om erse t, w ith  many Domesday p la c e  names c lo s e  to g e th e r ,  c o n ta in e d  a 
la rg e  number o f s m a ll s iz e d  h o ld in g s , i s o la te d  fa rm s and  s c a t t e d  
h a b i t a t s ;  and t h a t  th e  more w idely  d is p e r s e d  s i t e s  in  th e  s o u th  and 
e a s t  m igh t r e p r e s e n t  a  p a t t e r n  o f in c ip ie n t  n u c le a te d  s e t t le m e n ts  
(Dunning, 1978, 10) .
The la n d h o ld e rs  and p o l i t i c a l  f a c to r s  after the c o n q u e s t-  
F ig u re  3 g iv e s  an o u t l in e  o f th e  e x te n t  and d i s t r i b u t io n  o f la n d s  
h e ld  in  c e n t r a l  S om erse t by th e  m ajor la n d h o ld e rs  a t  1086, and some 
argum en ts can  be p u t fo rw ard  which may p ro v id e  e x p la n a tio n s  f o r  th e  
s i tu a t io n .  In  1889, an i n t e r e s t  in  th e  lo c a t io n  o f  lan d  h e ld  by th e  
v a r io u s  c la s s e s  o f  la n d h o ld e r  led  to  th e  p ro d u c tio n  o f  a  map o f 
Som erset which i l l u s t r a t e d  th e  e s t a t e s  in  1086 (Hobhouse, 1889, x  & 
2 2 -2 3 ). Amendments to  t h i s  map, w ith  p a r t i c u l a r  r e f e re n c e  to  th e
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c e n t r a l  low lands and based  on r e s e a rc h  in to  G las to n b u ry  Abbey re c o rd s , 
were made by V illia m s  (1970, 20, F ig . 4 ) . Here, a  s im p l if ie d  s k e tc h  i s  
drawn from  th e s e  s o u rc e s  (F igu re  3) to  in d ic a te  a  g e n e ra l  p a t t e r n  in  
th e  s tu d y  a re a . Four m ain o b s e rv a t io n s  can be made from  t h i s  map;
(1) th e  r e l ig io u s  e s ta b l is h m e n ts  h e ld  w ide e x p a n se s  o f lan d  in  th e  
so u th  and e a s t  o f th e  a re a ,
(2) th e  Crown d i r e c t l y  h e ld  some o ld -e s ta b l is h e d  ro y a l  m anors and 
f o r e s t s ,
(3) th e  C onquero r's  s u p p o r te rs ,  in  p a r t i c u l a r  V a lte r  de Douai, W illiam  
de F a la is e  and Roger de C o u rc e lle s  h e ld  la rg e  e s t a t e s  n e a r  th e  mouth 
o f th e  R iv er P a r r e t t ;  and
(4) num erous sm a ll la n d h o ld in g s  a re  seen  in  th e  w e s te rn  re g io n .
An e x p la n a tio n  o f th e  e c c l e s i a s t i c a l  p o s s e s s io n s  in  th e  low lands 
s t a t e s  t h a t  th e s e  developed  from  p re-S ax o n  m o n as tic  s e t t le m e n ts  on 
th e  i s o la te d  " is la n d s "  in  th e  m arshes  and from  num erous g r a n t s  o f
lan d  to  th e s e  i n s t i t u t i o n s  by Saxon k in g s  and n o b le s  (W illiam s, 1970, 
19).  In th e  e s t a t e s  o f th e  Forman lo r d s  we may s e e  ev id en ce  o f  a 
p o l i t i c a l  d e c is io n  to  g iv e  lan d  in  s t r a t e g i c  lo c a t io n s  to  men who had 
su p p o rte d  th e  Conqueror, and so  to  red u ce  th e  d an g e r o f r e v o l t  (F inn , 
1963, 2 3 -2 4 ). In  th e  s tu d y  a re a  p o s t-c o n q u e s t  c a s t l e s  o f th e  "m otte  
and b a ile y "  ty p e  e x is te d  a t  D unball on th e  P a r r e t t  e s tu a r y  (C hater & 
H ajor, 1909, 162), a t  C a s t le  F eroche on th e  h i l l s  s o u th  o f  Taunton 
(D avison, 1972, 1 6 -5 6 ), a t  Fenny C a s t le  in  th e  Axe v a lle y  and ,
p o s s ib ly ,  a t  S to g u rsey  in  th e  Quantock f o o t h i l l s  w est o f  B rid g w a te r
( in fo rm a tio n  from  Mr R. McDonnell, W estern  A rc h a eo lo g ic a l T ru s t
e x c a v a tio n s  1983).
One n in e te e n th  c e n tu ry  w r i te r  h a s , a ls o ,  su g g e s te d  t h a t  an
econom ic e f f e c t  o f  p o l i t i c a l  e v e n ts  cou ld  p e rh a p s  be found in  a  few 
m anors which showed a d e c re a se  in  v a lu e  betw een 1066 and  1086 
(B ennett, 1880, 2 4 -2 8 ) . These m anors have been checked  in  th e  m ost
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r e c e n t  t r a n s l a t i o n  o f th e  Domesday r e c o rd s  (M orris , 1980) and a re  
shown on F ig u re  4. Over th e  whole coun ty , m anors show ing a  reduced  
v a lu e  number on ly  134 o u t o f a  t o t a l  o f 922 b u t th e y  do a p p e a r  to
form  g ro u p s in  two a re a s ,  th e  f i r s t  in  n o r th  S om erse t o u ts id e  th e
scope  o f th e  p r e s e n t  s tu d y  and th e  second  in  c e n t r a l  S om erse t a lo n g  
th e  B r i s to l  Channel and e a s tw a rd  to w a rd s  th e  F o sse  Way and  Ham H ill .  
B enne tt n o te s  in s u r r e c t io n s  so u th  o f  B ath  and n e a r  Ham H i l l  s h o r t ly  
a f t e r  th e  co n q u est (quoted from  Freem an, Horroan C onquest. Vol. I I ). .He 
a ls o  q u o tes  a  comment in  th e  E x e te r  Domesday t h a t ,  on th e  n o r th
S om erse t c o a s t  "Hae p re d ic ta e  m ansiones s u n t  v a s ta t e s  p e r  I r la n d e s  
Homines” ( th e se  m anors no ted  were la id  w aste  by men from  I re la n d ) . 
B e n n e tt 's  r e s e a rc h  g iv e s  r i s e  to  s p e c u la tio n  abou t d i s o r d e r  fo llo w in g  
th e  C onquest, and reduced  v a lu e s  may have r e s u l te d  from  r a i d s  on th e  
c o a s t  by s u p p o r te r s  o f H aro ld  and  o th e r s ,  o r  may have been caused  by 
d e v a s ta t io n  a f t e r  r e v o l t .  The s i t e s  shown, how ever, do n o t form  a 
m a jo r ity  o f m anors in ' t h e i r  im m ediate a re a , and  su rro u n d in g  p la c e s  
show v a lu e s  u n a lte re d  o r  in c re a s e d . They a r e  n o t r e l a t e d  to  any
p a r t i c u l a r  ty p e  o f la n d h o ld e r  o r  h o ld in g  ex c ep t t h a t ,  a p a r t  from  
I lm in s te r ,  a l l  were sm a ll m anors w ith  v a lu e s  o f £5 o r  l e s s  and  w ith  a 
c o m p a ra tiv e ly  sm a ll number o f in h a b i ta n ts .  On p r e s e n t  ev id en ce , 
th e re fo re ,  th e  s u g g e s tio n  o f  a  p o l i t i c a l  cau se  i s  n o t p ro v ed ; o th e r  
lo c a l  f a c to r s ,  a t  p r e s e n t  unknown, may be r e s p o n s ib le .
The s ocial organisation..
Many la n d h o ld in g s  were d e s c r ib e d  a s  'm an o rs '. Under th e  fe u d a l 
sy stem  th e  King s to o d  a t  th e  head o f  a  pyram id  o f la n d h o ld e rs , w ith  
a l l  la n d  o r ig in a l ly  v e s te d  in  him . A lleg ian ce  and  some k in d  o f 
s e rv ic e  was an e s s e n t i a l  p a r t  o f th e  sy s tem . The Morman k in g  drew  
much o f  h i s  p o l i t i c a l  and econom ic pow er from  t h i s  o r g a n is a t io n  and 
la rg e  e s t a t e s  had been g ra n te d  to  t r u s t e d  fo llo w e rs . At th e  lo c a l
22
le v e l  th e  manor h a s  been described , a s  " th e  lo w est u n i t  o f  landed  
p ro p e r ty  h e ld  by a  lo rd , o r  p e rso n  above th e  common a g r ic u l tu r a l  
w orker". Some have seen  i t  a s  "a u n i t  o f  lo rd s h ip  whose m eaning 
c e n tre d  on th e  c o -e x is te n c e  o f a  dem esne worked by cu sto m ary  te n a n ts "  
(Morgan, 1979, 129, H ilto n , 1976, 122). T hroughout th e  M iddle Ages th e  
d e f in i t io n  o f a  m anor d id  n o t n e c e s s a r i ly  c o in c id e  w ith  t h a t  o f a 
v i l la g e .  A v i l l a g e  cou ld  be one u n i t  in  a  v e ry  la r g e  m anor, o r  i t  
cou ld  be d iv id e d  betw een s e v e r a l  m anors (Page, 1911, 2 7 0 ).
P e a sa n ts  were l i s t e d  in  v a r io u s  c la s s e s  -  v i l l e i n s ,  freem en, 
c o t t a r s ,  b o rd a rs , c o l i b e r t i ,  s e r f s  and o th e r s ,  and d i f f e r e n t  
p ro p o r t io n s  o f th e  c la s s e s  a re  a p p a re n t in  th e  v a r io u s  c o u n tie s  o f 
E ngland and even in  th e  s m a ll a re a  under s tu d y . The p e a s a n t  c la s s e s  
v a r ie d  in  s t a t u s  and econom ic c o n d it io n s . The v i l l e i n s  enum erated  in  
Domesday a re  c o n s id e re d  to  have been o f  f r e e  c o n d it io n  under th e  law 
b u t, i f  l iv in g  on th e  e s t a t e  o f a  lo rd , th e y  were s u b je c t  to  th e  
custom ary  fe u d a l law s and d u t ie s .  These in c lu d e d  s e r v ic e  on th e  
demesne p a r t i c u l a r ly  a t  sow ing and h a rv e s t ,  r e s t r i c t i o n s  on movement 
away from  th e  m anor and th e  paym ent o f  dues on p roduce , u se  o f th e  
m il l ,  m arria g e  and d e a th  (H ilton , 1973, 86, B en n e tt, 1969, 9 9 ) . Amongst
th e  v i l l e i n s  some were more p ro sp e ro u s  w ith  one o r  two p lo u g h s  and
la r g e r  h o ld in g s . They cou ld  m arke t t h e i r  p roduce  and  em ploy t h e i r  
n e ig h b o u rs  who had  l i t t l e  o r  no lan d . V i l le in s  p a y in g  r e n t ,  d e s c r ib e d  
a s  c e n s a r i i  were found in  n o r th  and n o r th w e s t E ngland , b u t n o t  in  th e  
so u th . The p ro p o r t io n  o f freem en was h ig h e s t  in  E a s t  A ng lia  and 
L in c o ln s h ire , and v e ry  few a re  found in  S om erse t. C o t ta r s  and
b o rd a rs , who h e ld  o n ly  sm a ll  p lo t s  o f  lan d , were c o n s id e ra b ly  more
num erous, r e l a t i v e ly ,  in  th e  w e s te rn  c o u n tie s  th a n  in  th e  M id lands and  
in  th e  e a s t .  C raftsm en  who a ls o  t i l l e d  s m a ll p l o t s  o f  la n d , 
sw in eh erd s  and m il le r s  a p p e a r  everyw here  in  s m a ll num bers (F inn  & 
W heatley, 1967, 166, H ilto n ,1973, 3 6 ) .
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For S om erse t a s  a  whole one e s tim a te  g iv e s  41 p e r  c e n t  v i l l e i n s ,  
37 p e r  c e n t b o rd a r s  and c o t t a r s ,  16 p e r  c e n t s e r f s  and 6 p e r  c e n t 
o th e r s ,  in c lu d in g  p r i e s t s ,  f ish e rm e n , sw in e h e rd s , ploughm en, c o l i b e r t i ,  
socmen and m i l le r s  (Darby, 1967, 3 6 8 -7 2 ). Socmen > o f whom few a re  
rec o rd e d , were te n a n ts  on ro y a l  o r  church  la n d s , n o m in a lly  f r e e  men 
who p a id  homage f o r  t h e i r  la n d s  w hich cou ld  be d iv id e d  on d e a th , 
though th e y  a ls o  p a id  th e  u su a l m an o ria l fe e s  and dues (Page, 1911, 
273, Saw yer, 1979, 8 ) . Some o f th e s e  may have been reduced  in  s t a t u s  
to  v i l l e i n s  on a  m anor, b u t t h i r t e e n th  c e n tu ry  m a n u sc r ip ts  o f th e  Dean 
and C hap ter o f W ells r e f e r  to  t e n a n ts  in  socage  who p a id  r e n t s  and, 
p o s s ib ly , ran k ed  betw een f re e h o ld e r s  and v i l l e i n s .  A lso on th e  
e c c l e s i a s t i c a l  and ro y a l  m anors c o l i b e r t i .  o r  freedm en . and  s la v e s  were 
more numerous th a n  e lsew h ere  (F inn , 1963, 117, M o rris , 1980, 294, Page, 
1906, 2 7 2 -7 3 ). A s u rv iv a l  o f  p re -c o n q u e s t  s o c ia l  c o n d it io n s  may be 
in d ic a te d  by th e  c o n s id e ra b le  number o f s la v e s  and freedm en and th e  
e x is te n c e  o f socmen on ro y a l  and e c c l e s i a s t i c a l  e s t a t e s  in  S om erse t 
and W ilts h ire  (M orris , 1980, 2 9 4 ). I t  i s  now th o u g h t t h a t  a  feu d a l 
s o c ia l  h ie ra rc h y , and a ls o  th e  m an o ria l s o c ia l  and  econom ic sy s tem , 
e x is te d  b e fo re  th e  Morman co n q u est; a ls o  t h a t  th e s e  c o n d it io n s  m igh t, 
l ik e  some e s ta t e s ,  have d e riv e d  from  l a t e  C e l t ic  and p o s t  Roman 
custom s. But a  t ig h te n in g  o f c o n tr o l  and some c e n t r a l i s a t i o n  o f 
e s t a t e s  by th e  r u l in g  c la s s e s  may be seen  in  th e  changed  c o n d it io n s  
and s t a t u s  o f some p e a s a n ts  who became e s ta t e  t e n a n ts  under Morman 
law (Dodgshon, 1978, 81, H ilto n , 1973, 42 & 44).
For a  c lo s e r  s tu d y  o f th e  r u r a l  c l a s s  p a t t e r n  in  th e  s tu d y  a re a  
tw en ty  f iv e  Domesday m anors have been chosen  from  each  o f th r e e  p a r t s  
of c e n t r a l  S om erse t where d i f f e r e n t  lan d h o ld in g  sy s te m s  a p p a re n tly  
e x is te d . Land w est o f th e  r i v e r  P a r r e t t  (Ho. 1 in  th e  T ab le) c o n ta in e d  
a la rg e  number o f s e p a ra te  m anors and sm a ll h o ld in g s ;  th e  c o a s ta l  
p la in  n o r th  o f B rid g w ate r (Ho. 2) was under th e  c o n tr o l  o f a  Horman
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lo rd  w ith  much lan d  l e t  to  s u b - te n a n ts ;  th e  Polden  H i l l s  (Ho, 3) 
com prised  m anors o f  G lasto n b u ry  Abbey. Very la r g e  m anors which 
c o n ta in e d  many v i l l a g e s  and fa rm s  were excluded  from  t h i s  e x e rc is e  
because  i t  was f e l t  th e y  would form  a  s e p a ra te  s tu d y . Humbers o f 
w o rk ers  on ly  a r e  ta k e n  from  th e  l a t e s t  Domesday t r a n s c r i p t i o n  (M orris, 
1980) and th e  r e s u l t s  o f  th e  e n q u iry  a re  e x p re s se d  in  t o t a l s  and 
p e rc e n ta g e s  f o r  each  o f  th r e e  g ro u p s o f tw en ty  f iv e  m anors. T h is  
g iv e s  a  mean and no a tte m p t h a s  been made to  e v a lu a te  o th e r  lo c a l  
c o n d it io n s  and d e v ia t io n s .  S in ce  t h i s  s tu d y  i s  i n te r e s t e d  o n ly  in  th e  
p r o p o r t io n s  o f th e  p e a s a n t  c la s s e s ,  no a tte m p t h a s  been made to  
com pare th e  a c tu a l  a r e a s  o f  lan d  a tta c h e d  to  th e  s e t t le m e n ts .
TABLE I
EEGIOH CATEGORIES AHD HUMBERS OF WORKERS
V il le in s — b a rd a r s — c o t t a r s  freedm en s e r f s  t o t a l
1. w est o f  P a r r e t t  256 116 15 -  65 452
% o f t o t a l  56.6  2 5 .7  3.3  -  14.4  100
2. c o a s ta l  p la in  320 146 66 -  90 622
% o f t o t a l  51.4  2 3 .5  10.6  -  14 .5  100
3. Polden H i l ls  229 153 21 20 81 504
% o f t o t a l  45.5  30.4  4.1 4.0  16.0  100
The s e t t le m e n ts  in  re g io n  Ho. 2 in  th e  lo w lan d s a p p e a r  t o  be 
g e n e ra lly  la r g e r  a s  h a s  a lre a d y  been su g g e s te d  by Dr Dunning (1978, 
10). A g r e a te r  p ro p o r t io n  o f  c o t ta g e r s ,  i f  t h i s  i s  p ro v ed  to  be th e  
g e n e ra l  c a se , may in d ic a te  some p a r t i c u l a r  s o c ia l  o r  a d m in is t r a t iv e  
a rra n g e m e n ts . The h ig h e r  p ro p o r t io n  o f  freedm en and s la v e s  on th e
23
m o n astic  m anors s u p p o r ts ,  in  t h i s  e x e rc is e  a t  l e a s t ,  th e  s ta te m e n t 
t h a t  t h i s  i s  a  g e n e ra l  ru le  in  th e  s o u th  w est (F inn , 1963, 117).
ThP Dnmesdav Economy...
The e x am in a tio n  o f Domesday e n t r i e s  r e v e a ls  a  p r im a r i ly  r u r a l  
economy in  S om erse t, w ith  a  few s m a ll  m arket tow ns and  on ly  lo c a l  
in d u s t r ie s  co n n ec ted  w ith  th e  everyday  re q u ire m e n ts  o f th e  
in h a b i ta n ts .  M oreover, th e  e n t r i e s  show t h a t  m ixed fa rm in g  and th e  
keep ing  o f l iv e s to c k  was o f c o n s id e ra b le  im p o rtan ce  even a t  t h a t  e a r ly  
d a te . The Domesday f ig u r e s ,  even i f  n o t  y e t  f u l ly  u n d e rs to o d , in d ic a te  
d i f f e r in g  u se s  o f lan d  and re s o u rc e s  and i t  i s  n o t e a sy  to  o b ta in  
com parisons o f co m p ara tiv e  p r o s p e r i ty  in  d i f f e r e n t  a re a s .  In  1967 F inn  
& W heatley, (158-80 , F ig s  3 7 -4 2 ) c a lc u la te d  th e  p r o s p e r i ty  o f 
d i f f e r e n t  p a r t s  o f  th e  coun ty  th ro u g h  Domesday s t a t i s t i c s  o f p lough 
team s. Humbers o f team s were av e rag ed , in  th e  same m anner a s  
p o p u la tio n  num bers, p e r  sq u a re  m ile  over r e g io n s  b ased  on a  number o f 
p a r is h e s  in  chosen  g e o g ra p h ic a l a re a s .  Hot s u r p r i s in g ly ,  h ig h e r  
a v e ra g e s  were c o n c e n tra te d  in  th e  a r e a s  o f  d e n s e s t  s e t t le m e n t  and 
p o p u la tio n . But a  la rg e  p o p u la tio n  dependen t on a ra b le  fa rm in g  a lo n e  
m igh t n o t have been p ro sp e ro u s , p a r t i c u l a r ly  in  c o n d it io n s  o f 
in c re a s e d  p o p u la tio n  and lan d  s h o r ta g e . A lso in  th e  c o a s ta l  re g io n  
n o r th  o f th e  P a r r e t t ,  where th e r e  was a c o n s id e ra b le  p o p u la tio n  and 
s e t t le m e n ts  o f a  f a i r  s iz e ,  th e r e  was a  c o m p a ra tiv e ly  s m a ll  number o f 
p lough team s. These c o a s ta l  p la in s ,  th e  v a l le y s  so u th  o f L an g p o rt and 
th e  G lastonbu ry  m anors on th e  Polden  H i l ls  c o n ta in e d  th e  l a r g e s t  
number o f c a t t l e  (M orris, 1980). Sheep, by f a r  th e  m ost num erous 
an im al in  th e  su rv e y , t o ta l l e d  13000 over th e  c e n t r a l  S o m erse t a re a  
w ith  f lo c k s  o f 200 to  300 on th e  s lo p e s  o f  th e  Mendip H i l l s ,  on th e  
Quantock H i l ls  and on th e  m anors o f G las to n b u ry  Abbey and th e  B ishop  
o f W inchester. The s iz e  o f th e s e  f lo c k s  r e f l e c t s  th e  m onetary  v a lu e
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o f wool. The p ig , k e p t by c o t ta g e r s  o r  g razed  in  m an o ria l woodland, 
a p p e a rs  a lm o s t everyw here. L iv e sto c k  re q u ire d  meadow and p a s tu re ,  and 
meadow i s  rec o rd e d  in  Domesday a s  an item  o f va lu e  and co n tin u e d  to  
be so  re g a rd e d  th ro u g h o u t th e  K idd le  Ages. The common p a s tu r e s  were 
a ls o  v e ry  im p o rta n t to  s to c k  ow ners and v i l l a g e r s .  F ig u re  5, show ing 
th e  d i s t r ib u t io n  o f meadow lan d  and p a s tu re  re c o rd e d  in  Domesday, h a s  
been com piled  from  a c a lc u la t io n  by F inn  & W heatley (1967, 180, F ig . 
42) and from  in fo rm a tio n  in  more r e c e n t  w orks (W illiam s, 1970, 38, 
Dunning. 1978, 10 and M o rris , 1980). In t h i s  f ig u r e  d i s t r i b u t io n  and 
n o t a r e a l  m easurem ents a re  shown because o f  th e  d i f f i c u l ty  o f 
i n te r p r e ta t io n  o f th e  Domesday e n t r i e s  where meadow i s  re c o rd e d  in  
a c re s  and p a s tu re  in  a c re s ,  leag u es  o r  fu rlo n g s .
Domesday g iv e s  l i t t l e  in fo rm a tio n  abou t tow ns in  c e n t r a l  S om erse t. 
In th e  s tu d y  a re a  s ix  boroughs a re  rec o rd e d , Taunton, W atchet, 
M ilv e rto n , L angpo rt, Lyng and A xbridge. M arke ts, th e  number o f 
b u rg e s se s  and some borough r i g h t s  such  a s  cu stom ary  dues a r e  no ted  
b r ie f ly .  O v e ra ll a  r u r a l  lan d sc a p e  i s  seen  w ith  a  v a r i e ty  o f 
la n d h o ld e rs  and w ith  ve ry  l i t t l e  a p p a re n t econom ic o r  p o l i t i c a l  
co h esio n . I t  h a s  been p o in te d  o u t t h a t  th e  lan d  ta k e n  o v e r a t  th e  
Morman co n q u est was w ell c u l t iv a te d  and w ealthy  w ith  a  ne tw ork  o f
tow ns and m ark e ts  (Titow, 1969. 35, F in b e rg , 1972, 5 2 5 ). Some f e e l  t h a t  
to o  much c r e d i t  h a s  , been g iv en  to  th e  Hermans f o r  i n s t i g a t in g  a
v ig o ro u s  economy (F inn & W heatley, 1967, 162, Dodgshon, 1978, 8 1 ) . I t
may be t h a t  any a p p a re n t la c k  o f in te g r a t io n  a t  1086 was b a sed  on
sound p o l i t i c a l  re a so n in g  to  p re v e n t to o  much c o llu s io n  and  c o n ta c t  
betw een v a s s a l s .  A la c k  o f power by c e n t r a l  governm ent i s  n o t bo rn e  
ou t by th e  speed  o f ex e cu tio n  and th o ro u g h n e ss  o f th e  Domesday 
r e t u r n s , w hich in d ic a te d  th e  s t r e n g th  o f W illiam 's  a u th o r i ty .
In s p i t e  o f o m iss io n s  and in ad e q u a c ie s , th e  Domesday su rv e y  
p ro v id e s  an  im p re ss iv e  summary o f  th e  p o l i t i c a l  and econom ic
28
s i t u a t io n  in  E ngland  in  g e n e ra l  and  in  th e  s m a ll s tu d y  a re a  in  
p a r t i c u l a r  a s  i t  was in  1086. I t  i s  p e rh a p s  a  s t a t i c  c r o s s  s e c t io n , 
b u t th e  c o u n try  had  reach ed  a  w a te rsh e d  in  i t s  deve lopm en ta l h i s to r y .  
The Horman k in g  and  h i s  s u p p o r te r s  had  tak e n  power and  d isp la c e d  th e  
Saxon la n d h o ld e rs  and  a  new p o l i t i c a l  sy s te m , and p ro b ab ly  a  new 
sy stem  o f  o r g a n is a t io n  o f e s t a t e s ,  was be in g  e n fo rc e d . N e v e r th e le s s , 
th e  m ain s e t t le m e n t  p a t t e r n  and th e  a c t i v i t i e s  o f th e , m ass o f  th e  
p o p u la tio n  s t i l l  r e f l e c te d  Saxon r u r a l  s o c ie ty .  However, in  c e n t r a l  
Som erse t, some b a s ic  econom ic f a c to r s ,  w hich were t o  become more 
im p o rta n t in  m ed ieval t im e s , were a lr e a d y  a p p a re n t:  th e  a v a i l a b i l i t y  o f  
lan d  f o r  im provem ent, th e  e x is te n c e  o f  t r a n s p o r t  r o u te s  and  some 
m ark e ts , and th e  im p o rtan ce  o f  l iv e s to c k ,  in  p a r t i c u l a r  th e  sh eep  
which p roduced  th e  wool.
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CHAPTER I I I
THE ELEVENTH TO THE EARLY FOURTEENTH CENTURIES 
A fte r  th e  Domesday Survey th e r e  e x i s t s  no com plete  e x ta n t  s e t  
o f d a ta  t h a t  a r e  in  any way com parab le  t o  th e  1086 su rv e y , u n t i l  th e  
ta x  r e tu r n s  o f  th e  s ix te e n th  c e n tu ry . D evelopm ents have to  be
e s tim a te d  a s  f a r  a s  p o s s ib le  and  in f e r r e d  from  in co m p le te  in fo rm a tio n . 
N e v e r th e le ss , d u r in g  th e  l a t e  n in e te e n th  and th e  p r e s e n t  c e n tu ry ,
docum entary  ev id en ce  h a s  been in te r p r e te d  a s  show ing a  g e n e ra l  
in c re a s e  in  p o p u la tio n , s e t t le m e n t  and  p r o s p e r i ty  d u r in g  th e  t h i r t e e n th  
and e a r ly  fo u r te e n th  c e n tu r ie s  in  many p a r t s  o f E ngland  a s  w e ll a s  on 
th e  c o n tin e n t  o f  Europe (B ennett, 1969, 4 6 -4 7 , P o s ta n , 1973, 11 ). In 
s tu d ie s  d e a lin g  w ith  E n g lish  r u r a l  a re a s ,  in c re a s e s  in  p o p u la tio n  and 
s e t t le m e n t  have been obse rv ed  from  ex a m in a tio n s  o f th e  Hundred R o lls  
o f  1277-79 (H arley , 1958, 8 -1 8 ) . U n fo r tu n a te ly  th e s e  1277 R o lls  do 
n o t su rv iv e  f o r  S om erse t, b u t p o p u la tio n  in c re a s e s  have been in f e r r e d  
from  th e  ta x  r e tu r n s  o f 1303 and  th e  1327 Lay S u b sid y  R o lls  (which
c o n ta in  th e  names o f  10480 p e rs o n s  p ay in g  ta x  on goods w o rth  more
th a n  te n  s h i l l i n g s  (D ick inson , 1889, 281 -374 , Dunning, 1978, 1 3 -1 4 )) . 
These l i s t s  o f  t a x  p a y e rs  exc luded  c le rg y , monks, w ives, c h i ld r e n  and 
poo r peop le  and , even w ith  a  m u ltip le  o f  on ly  3 .5  (Darby, 1967, 3 3 6 ), 
th e s e  s o u rc e s  s u g g e s t  an  o v e ra l l  in c re a s e  o f  some 23000 on th e  
e s tim a te d  Domesday p o p u la tio n  o f  S om erse t o f ab o u t 13400 p e rs o n s . 
Populat ion and settlement patterns 
C hanges in  th e  d i s t r ib u t io n  and  number o f  s e t t le m e n ts  have been 
s tu d ie d  th ro u g h  an  ex am in a tio n  o f  a  l i s t  o f  S om erse t 's t i l l s '  o r  
lo rd s h ip s ,  each  ex p ec ted  to  p roduce  a  s o ld ie r ,  w hich was p re p a re d  in  
1315, A t r a n s c r i p t  o f t h i s  l i s t  h a s  been made from  th e  H a r le i ia n  
m a n u sc r ip ts  (D ick inson , 1889, 5 3 -7 8 ) and  th e  s i t e s  l i s t e d  a r e  m arked 
on F ig u re  2 f o r  com parison  w ith  th e  Domesday s e t t le m e n ts  ( th e
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t r i a n g le  sym bol). Some d i f f i c u l t i e s  a r i s e  in  th e  u se  o f t h i s  
in fo rm a tio n  because  th e  'v i l l ',a c c o r d in g  to  D ick in son , was "som eth ing  
l ik e  a  la r g e  p a r i s h  w ith  s m a ll h a m le ts  a tta c h e d " , and  th e  
in c o rp o ra t io n  o f  sm a ll  h a m le ts  in to  one p la c e  name cou ld  be one o f th e  
cau se s  o f  an  a p p a re n t r e d u c tio n  in  th e  number o f  s i t e s  w est o f  th e  
r i v e r  P a r r e t t .  On th e  o th e r  hand, 'v i l l s '  shown w here no Domesday 
p la c e  names a r e  rec o rd e d  may be co m p le te ly  new s e t t le m e n ts  in  
rec la im ed  a re a s ;  o r  th e y  may s im p ly  have re p re s e n te d  p la c e s  e x is t in g ,  
b u t n o t named o r  y e t  id e n t i f ie d ,  in  th e  Domesday su rv e y  i t s e l f .
Some have seen  th e  expand ing  p a t t e r n  o f  s e t t le m e n t  a s  a  
consequence o f  a  p o p u la tio n  e x p lo s io n  w hich p u t p r e s s u r e  on 
a g r i c u l tu r a l  lan d  (Dodgshon, 1987, 9 4 -9 5 ). C ourt R o lls  p ro v id e
ev idence  f o r  th e  s p l i t t i n g  o f  s t r i p s  in  open f i e l d s  and  o f  an  in c re a s e  
in  j o in t  ow nersh ip , and  l a r g e r  f in e s  a r e  seen  a s  an  in d ic a t io n  o f  lan d  
s h o r ta g e  (B ennett, 1969, 4 6 -4 7 , P o s ta n , 1973, 11 ). But in  r e c e n t  
decades much d is c u s s io n  h a s  fo cu sse d  on th e  u n d e rly in g  c a u se s  o f  th e  
changes and  abou t th e  i n t e r - r e l a t e d  e f f e c t s  o f  a  number o f  f a c to r s :  
p o p u la tio n  num bers, th e  a v a i l a b i l i t y  o f  lan d  f o r  developm ent and  
im provem ent, econom ic and p o l i t i c a l  p rob lem s; i n d u s t r i a l  g ro w th  and  
changes in , and  d is p u te s  o v er, th e  m anagement o f  lan d  and  re s o u rc e s .
D uring th e  two c e n tu r ie s  fo llo w in g  th e  Domesday S u rv ey s, th e  
s tu d y  a re a  and , in  p a r t i c u l a r ,  th e  r i v e r  v a l le y s  o f  th e  Axe, Brue, 
P a r r e t t  and  Tone w itn e sse d  a  c o n s id e ra b le  amount o f  la n d  re c la m a tio n , 
th e  c o n s tru c tio n  o f new w a te rc o u rse s , and  th e  fo u n d in g  o f  new tow ns 
and t r a d in g  s e t t le m e n ts  a t  th e  i n s t i g a t io n  o f th e  m ajor e c c l e s i a s t i c a l  
and a r i s t o c r a t i c  landow ners. V aluab le  t r a n s p o r t  ro u te s  w ere developed  
and landow ners e x a c te d  dues f o r  a c c e s s  t o  th e s e .  The work was 
f a c i l i t a t e d  by te c h n o lo g ic a l  im provem ents, in c lu d in g  th e  developm ent 
o f w e irs , em bankm ents and w in d m ills  -  th e  l a t t e r  com ing in to  use  in
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BRISTOL CHANNEL
W E L L S #
METWi
;t o n b u r
BRIDGWATER
land  over  100 It 
land  over  5 0 0 It ■AUNTON
5mls
Areas of land reclamation
New waterways in the fourteenth century
Embankments and causeways
Old watercourses seen in air photographs 
Domesday boroughs
Towns existing by the fourteenth century
F i g .  6 .  L a n d  r e c l a m a t i o n ,  w a t e r w a y s  a n d  t o w n s  i n  t h e
f o u r t e e n t h  c e n t u r y
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England in  th e  l a t e  tw e lf th  c e n tu ry  (B ennett, 1969, 129, C o u lth ard  & 
W atts, 1978, 17).
B rid g w a te r, p re v io u s ly  a  s m a ll  v i l l a g e ,  re c e iv e d  a  Royal C h a r te r  
in  1200 e n a b lin g  th e  town a u th o r i t i e s  t o  h o ld  m ark e ts  and f a i r s  and 
to  lev y  t o l l s  on r i v e r  and p o r t  t r a f f i c .  M oreover,the  A bbots and  
lan d h o ld in g  lo rd s  founded r iv e r s id e  s e t t le m e n ts  to  prom ote t r a d e  and  
th e re b y  to  im prove t h e i r  f in a n c e s  -  f o r  in s ta n c e ,  Weare and R ackley on 
th e  Axe, Newport on th e  Tone and Downend on th e  P a r r e t t ,  and a ls o  
sm a ll m ark e t tow ns such  a s  M ontacute t o  th e  s o u th  e a s t .  F ig u re  6 
show s an  in c re a s e  in  c e n t r a l  S om erse t from  th e  s ix  Domesday boroughs 
t o  a  t o t a l  o f  tw en ty  th re e  tow ns o r  s e t t le m e n ts  by th e  e a r ly  1300s. 
The new f in a n c ia l  a d v a n ta g e s  and  g row ing  s t a t u s  o f  th e  c o n tr o l l in g  
a u th o r i t i e s  i s  re c o rd e d  in  th e  p u b lish e d  abbey and borough a rc h iv e s  
(W illiam s, 1970, 65 , E lto n , 1891, 196, D ilk s , 1933 & 1938, x ix - x x ) .
S in ce  v e ry  few m an o ria l c o u r t  r e c o rd s  s u rv iv e  from  t h i s  d a te  
in fo rm a tio n  abou t th e  e s t a t e s  and th e  a c t i v i t i e s  o f  laym en in  th e  
r u r a l  m anors i s  more d i f f i c u l t  t o  o b ta in *  F o r tu n te ly  th e  names o f 
la n d h o ld e rs  f ig u re  in  e c c l e s i a s t i c a l  and  lo c a l  ju s t i c e  r e c o rd s ,  in  
p le a s  and F e e t o f  F in e s  (Green, 1892, x x iv  & 324 -4 0 4 , Landon, 1921 & 
1929). Some l i g h t  i s  th row n on th e  lo rd s  and  t h e i r  p e a s a n ts  by an  
in q u e s t  r e l a t i n g  to  m anors and ow ners d a te d  c i r c a  1286. These 
re c o rd s  were r e - w r i t t e n  in  th e  s ix te e n th  c e n tu ry  and  a r e  in co m p le te , 
b u t th e y  have been t r a n s c r ib e d  and p u b lish e d  (D ick inson , 1889, 1 -5 2 ). 
D ick inson  n o ted  t h a t ,  in  le g a l  te rm s , m anors cou ld  be s u b -d iv id e d  
u n t i l  1289 (1 8 th  Edw.I, 1289) and  d e ta i le d  ex am in a tio n  o f  th e  r e c o rd s  
r e v e a ls  t h a t  m ost o f  th e  l a r g e r  h o ld in g s  o f  th e  Norman lo r d s  in  1086 
had been b roken  up by th e  e a r ly  1300s when new lan d h o ld in g  f a m i l ie s  
began to  em erge. The Mohuns and  th e  L u t t r e l l s  h e ld  many m anors in  








 SOMERTONland over  100 ft
land  over SOOft TAUNTON
Smis
•••••• Navigable waterways
 Land rou tes
•  Towns apparently prosperous 
■  Towns remaining small or <)eclining 
n  12/13C boroughs abandoned or shrunken
F i g .  7 .  F o u r t e e n t h  c e n t u r y  t r a d e  r o u t e s ,  
w a t e r w a y s  a n d  t o w n s
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on th e  c o a s ta l  p la in s .  A lso , th e s e  same f a m il ie s  h e ld  o th e r  m anors 
and la n d s  a s  t e n a n ts  o f th e  abbeys, Numerous r e fe re n c e s  to  t e n a n ts  
and d u t ie s  on rec la im ed  lan d  s u g g e s t  d ra in a g e , la n d  im provem ent and  in  
a l l  l ik e lih o o d  th e  e x is te n c e  o f  a  c o n s id e ra b le  number o f  te n a n t  
p e a s a n try , a t  l e a s t  in  th e  c o a s ta l  p la in s  n o r th  o f  th e  P a r r e t t  
(Chadwyck-Healey, 1897, 84, 126, 151, 160, 161, 166, Green, 1892, 324 ).
P o s tan  (1966, 552) h a s  commented on th e  grow ing  o p p o r tu n i t ie s  
f o r  t r a d e  and  m ark e tin g  o f p roduce p ro v id e d  by th e s e  new bo roughs and  
s e t t le m e n ts ,  and on th e  n o tic e a b le  in c re a s e  in  p r o s p e r i ty  and  m onetary  
w ea lth  th ro u g h  t r a d in g .  R eg ional and o v e rse a s  t r a d e  in  wool, w oollen  
c lo th ,  w ine and o th e r  goods was in c re a s in g  in  th e  l a r g e r  tow ns and 
p o r t s  (D ilk s , 1933, Dunning, 1978, 2 0 ) . From th e  l a t e  tw e lf th  c e n tu ry  
onw ards, a  ne tw ork  o f  v i l l a g e  m ark e ts  and  f a i r s  began to  s e rv e  a s  
c o l le c t io n  and  d i s t r ib u t io n  p o in ts  f o r  th e  tow ns ( B r i tn e l l ,  1981, 2 0 9 ). 
In  S om erse t, a lth o u g h  th e  c o n d it io n s  w ere v e ry  p o o r, an  em bryonic  ro a d  
sy stem  f o r  c a r t s  and  pack  h o rs e s  e x is te d  by th e  fo u r te e n th  c e n tu ry  
and th e s e  ro a d s  connected  w ith  th e  n a v ig a b le  r i v e r s  (F igu re  7 ) . The 
main r o u te s  ra n  s o u th  from  V e ils  th ro u g h  Som erton in to  Devon and to  
th e  s o u th  c o a s t .  A nother l in e  developed  a lo n g  th e  n o r th  S om erse t c o a s t  
th ro u g h  B rid g w a te r t o  n o r th  Devon and so u th w a rd s  e v e n tu a lly  re a c h in g  
E x e te r th ro u g h  Taunton. The r o u te s  o f  Roman ro a d s  were a ls o  used , 
p a r t i c u l a r ly  a lo n g  th e  Polden H i l l s  from  th e  B r i s to l  C hannel to  
I lc h e s te r  and a lo n g  th e  F o sse  Way to  B ath  (C an to r, 1982, 23 , Dunning, 
1978, 2 1 ).
I t  i s  c le a r  t h a t  a  r i s i n g  r a t e  o f money f in e s  f o r  new le a s e s  o f 
lan d  was due, n o t t o  p o p u la tio n  p re s s u r e  b u t to  th e  a v a i l a b i l i t y  o f 
read y  c a sh  from  m ark e tin g . In  a d d it io n , i l l e g a l  a s s a r t i n g  on w aste  
and ro y a l  f o r e s t s  may have r e f l e c te d  a  f in a n c ia l  in c e n tiv e  r a t h e r  th a n  
a  d e s p e ra te  need f o r  more a g r i c u l tu r a l  lan d  (Titow , 1969, 7 5 ). As
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many w r i te r s  have a c c e p te d  th e r e  o ccu rred , in  f a c t ,  a  r i s e  in  th e  
g e n e ra l  le v e l  o f p r o s p e r i ty  in  S om erse t from  th e  e le v e n th  to  th e  e a r ly  
fo u r te e n th  c e n tu r ie s  b u t, a s  we have n o ted  e a r l i e r ,  in  r e a l i t y  th e re  
e x is te d  c le a r  d i f f e r e n c e s  from  p la c e  to  p la c e  in  th e  d i s t r ib u t io n  o f 
w ea lth .
The 1327 Lay S ubsidy  R o lls , t r a n s c r ib e d  by D ick in son , (1889, 7 9 - 
337) g iv e s  d e t a i l s  o f  p la c e s , p e rs o n s  and in d iv id u a l  am ounts o f  t a x  on 
p o s s e s s io n s . No a tte m p t h a s  e v e r  been made to  com pare th e s e  Lay 
S ubsidy  f ig u r e s  o f  p o p u la tio n  o r  w e a lth  w ith  th e  Domesday f ig u r e s ,  
s e t t le m e n t  by s e t t le m e n t .  Indeed, in  a l l  l ik e lih o o d  such  co m p ariso n s 
po se  many d i f f i c u l t i e s ,  n o t on ly  because  o f su b seq u e n t changes t h a t  
o ccu rred  in  lan d  h o ld in g s  and  th e  s iz e  and lo c a t io n  o f  s e t t le m e n ts  
over th e  in te rv e n in g  c e n tu r ie s ,  b u t a ls o  b ecause  o f  th e  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  
o f  e r r o r ,  m is -s ta te m e n t , exem p tions and  e v a s io n s  in  b o th  s e t s  od 
docum entary  r e c o rd s  (W illiam s, 1970, 7 7 ). N e v e r th e le s s , f o r  th e  
low lands o f  th e  Brue and  P a r r e t t  v a l le y s  in  c e n t r a l  S om erse t a  s tu d y  
h a s  ben made o f th e s e  d a ta  in  o rd e r  to  c a lc u la te  th e  d i s t r ib u t io n  o f 
r e l a t i v e  w ea lth  ov er s e le c te d  a re a s  and  to  com pare t h i s  w ith  e s t im a te s  
o f  Domesday w ea lth  u s in g  num bers o f  p lough team s a s  s u r ro g a te  
m easures (F inn & W heatley, 1967, F ig . 37 ., W illiam s, 1970, 76, F ig s . 9 & 
10). W illiam s ' c a lc u la t io n s  and f ig u r e s  c e r t a in ly  in d ic a te  a  r i s e  in  
th e  a p p a re n t s e t t le m e n t  d e n s i ty  and p r o s p e r i ty  o f  th e  low land  p la in s  
o f  c e n t r a l  S om erse t. T h is  in c re a s e d  p r o s p e r i ty  and  a l s o  th e  ch an g in g  
s e t t le m e n t  p a t t e r n  was a t t r i b u t e d  by W illiam s a s  w e ll  a s  by th e  
a u th o rs  o f  th e  Victoria County  H is to ry  o f Som erset, a s  h a v in g  been due 
to  t h i s  p e r io d  o f  lan d  re c la m a tio n  and th e  co n seq u en t r e n t in g  o f 
rec la im ed  lan d , p a r t i c u l a r ly  by th e  e c c l e s i a s t i c a l  la n d h o ld e rs  (Page, 
1911, 2 8 1 -8 2 , W illiam s, 1 9 7 0 ,7 5 -7 9 ). These d eve lopm en ts, th e r e fo r e ,
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a re  o f  m ajor s ig n i f ic a n c e  in  u n d e rs ta n d in g  th e  h i s t o r i c a l  geography  o f 
c e n t r a l  S om erse t a t  t h i s  tim e .
Land reclam atlnn  
The h y p o th e s is  h a s  been p u t fo rw ard  t h a t ,  in s te a d  o f  an 
in c re a s in g  p o p u la tio n  r e s u l t i n g  in  la n d  re c la m a tio n , th e  r e v e r s e  
s i t u a t io n  m igh t ap p ly : i .e .  th e  a v a i l a b i l i t y  o f  m arg in a l lan d  f o r  
im provem ent and c o lo n is a t io n  p ro v id e d  th e  im petus and o p p o r tu n ity  f o r  
ob se rv ed  in c re a s e s  in  p o p u la tio n  and s e t t le m e n t .  R eclam ation  o f  w aste  
and  d ra in a g e  i s  now se en  a s  p a r t  o f  a  g e n e ra l  t r e n d  t h a t  was ta k in g  
p la c e  in  many European c o u n tr ie s  a t  th e  tim e  (P ostan , 1966, 552, 
1970, 3 ) . In c e n t r a l  S om erse t th e  w id e -sp re a d  e s t a t e s  o f 
th e  e c c l e s i a s t i c a l  i n s t i t u t i o n s  in d ic a te d  on F ig u re  3 e x is te d  u n t i l  th e  
s ix te e n th  c e n tu ry , and  th e s e  e s t a t e s  c o n ta in e d  much m oorland  and 
m arsh  th a t ,  in  i t s e l f ,  had  been c o n s id e re d  o f  l i t t l e  v a lu e  in  Domesday 
tim e s . The e s t a t e  r e c o rd s  and  r e g i s t e r s  o f  th e s e  la n d h o ld e rs , in  
p a r t i c u l a r  th e  r e c o rd s  o f  A bbots o f  G las to n b u ry , A thelney  and  
Muchelney and  th e  B ish o p s o f  W ells, p ro v id e  in v a lu a b le  docum entary  
ev idence  a s  to  th e  e x te n t  and  n a tu re  o f  lan d  re c la m a tio n  and  d ra in a g e  
a c t i v i t i e s  (W atkin, 1944,1948 & 1949, Hobhouse, 1887, E lto n , 1891, 
S co tt-H o lm es, 1896, B ird , 1907, 188-9  & 210, W illiam s, 1970, 27, 29, 31 
& 4 0 -7 4 ). I t  i s  c le a r  t h a t  such  la n d  im provem ents w ere b e in g  
u n d e rtak en  d u rin g  th e  t h i r t e e n th  and  f o u r te e n th  c e n tu r ie s  b u t w ith o u t 
any o v e ra l l  p la n , even on th e  la rg e  e s t a t e s .  These a c t i v i t i e s  a p p e a r  
to  have been conducted  p iecem eal and  c a r r ie d  on th ro u g h o u t th e  whole 
p e rio d , a t  l e a s t  on th e  e c c l e s i a s t i c a l  e s t a t e s  (W illiam s, 1970, 45, 4 7 -  
49, Page, 1911, 2 7 2 -7 3 , Dunning, 1978, 13, E lto n , 1891, 4 8 -5 0 ).
Some s c h o la r s  have concluded  t h a t  th e  c o a s ta l  c la y  la n d s , b e in g  
s l i g h t l y  r a i s e d  above f lo o d  le v e l ,  w ere a lr e a d y  w e ll s e t t l e d  and  d id  
n o t r e q u ir e  much re c la m a tio n  (C an tor, 1982, 103, W illiam s, 1970, 4 3 ).
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B ut an  e x a m in a tio n  o f  th e  s u r v iv in g  r e c o r d s  in  J u s t i c e s '  R o l l s ,  F e e t  
o f  F in e s ,  b i s h o p s ' r e c o r d s  and  I n q u i s i t i o n e s  P o s t  Mortem,
to g e t h e r  w ith  v i s u a l  e v id e n c e  d e r iv e d  from  a i r  p h o to g ra p h y  and  f i e l d
work, now r e v e a l s  t h a t  c o n s id e r a b le  d r a in a g e  and  im provem ent work
was, i n  f a c t ,  c a r r i e d  o u t on th e  l a r g e r  e s t a t e s  a lo n g  th e  c o a s t  a t
S t r e t c h o l t ,  B aw drip  and H ig h b rid g e  (C hadw yck-H ealey, 1897, 84, 126,
151, 166, G reen 1892, 324; u n p u b lis h e d  f ie ld w o r k  c a r r i e d  o u t by th e
a u th o r ) .  M oreover, f i e l d  o b s e r v a t io n s  have r e v e a le d  t h e  e x is t e n c e
o f  r a i s e d  e a r t h  p la t f o r m s  on th e  low  ly in g  m oors t o  th e  n o r th  o f
th e  P o ld en  H i l l s  and  th e s e  p la t f o r m s  c o n ta in  f ra g m e n ts  o f  p o t t e r y
d a t in g  from  th e  t w e l f t h  and  f o u r t e e n t h  c e n t u r i e s  ( E l l i s ,  1985, 9 7 ) .
Not a l l  r e c la m a t io n  i n  c e n t r a l  S o m erse t was on th e  lo w la n d s . On 
th e  h ig h e r  g ro u n d  o f  th e  M endip s lo p e s  n e a r  C heddar, f o r  i n s t a n c e ,
la n d  was d i s a f f o r e s t e d  by th e  B ishop  o f  W ells  and l e a s e d  a s  a s s a r t s
in  th e  e a r l y  f o u r t e e n t h  c e n tu r y  (S c o tt-H o lm e s , 1896, i i i i - i v ) .  A 
r e c e n t  i n v e s t i g a t i o n ,  in v o lv in g  e v id e n c e  o b ta in e d  by e x c a v a t io n ,  
m easu rem en ts and  know ledge o f  p lo u g h in g  te c h n iq u e s ,  i n d i c a t e s  a  
m ed iev a l d a te  f o r  th e  abandoned  f i e l d  sy s te m  on th e  M endip s lo p e s  
n e a r  W ells  (W h it t in g to n , 1976, 3 9 -4 4 ) . To th e  w e s t, fa rm s  w ere
e s t a b l i s h e d  on th e  Brendon H i l l s  d u r in g  th e  t h i r t e e n t h  c e n tu r y  
(W illiam s , 1978 2 8 ) . L y n c h e ts  and  abandoned  f i e l d  S y stem s a r e  
w id e sp re a d  th ro u g h o u t  th e  s tu d y  a r e a ,  e s p e c i a l l y  on th e  Q uan tock  and  
P o ld en  H i l l s  and  in  th e  P a r r e t t  v a l l e y  n e a r  N o rth  P e th e r to n  
(Langdon, fo r th c o m in g , 1988) . T hese  i n d i c a t e  c u l t i v a t i o n  a t  some 
d a te  i n  th e  p a s t ,  b u t  n o t n e c e s s a r i l y  i n  m ed iev a l t im e s .  Much more 
work i s  s t i l l  n eed ed  t o  be c o n d u c te d  on th e  c h r o n o lo g ic a l  m a t te r s  a s  
w e ll  a s  a n a l y s i s  o f th e  d i s t r i b u t i o n s  th e m s e lv e s . At t h e  t im e  o f  
w r i t i n g  i n v e s t i g a t i o n s  a r e  p ro c e e d in g  a t  th e  C ounty  P la n n in g
O f f ic e ,  T aun ton , in v o lv in g  th e  r e c o r d s  o f  s i t e s  r e v e a le d  th ro u g h
f i e l d  o b s e r v a t io n s  and  by means o f  a i r  p h o to g ra p h y . The p r in c i p a l  
a r e a s  o f  la n d  r e c la m a t io n  i d e n t i f i e d  a t  th e  p r e s e n t  t im e  a r e  a l l  
i n d ic a te d  on F ig u re  6, t o g e t h e r  w ith  th e  m ain em bankm ents, new 
w a te rc o u r s e s  and th e  tow ns e x i s t i n g  c . 1400.
T here  i s  some s u p p o r t  f o r  th e  v iew  t h a t  th e  d i s t r i b u t i o n  
p a t t e r n  o f  new o r  im proved  h o ld in g s  m ust have been  in f lu e n c e d  by th e  
a v a i l a b i l i t y  o f  la n d  s u i t a b l e  f o r  im provem ent. M anors w hich were 
a l r e a d y  i n t e n s e ly  c u l t i v a t e d  w ould p ro v id e  l i t t l e  o p p o r tu n i ty  f o r  
a s s a r t s  and  new te n a n c ie s  and  T aun ton , an  o ld  e s t a b l i s h e d  m anor on 
v e ry  f e r t i l e  la n d , may have been  in  t h i s  c a te g o ry  (D unning, 1978, 
1 4 ). V ery h i l l y ,  o r  h e a v ily -w o o d ed  t e r r a i n  su c h  a s  t h a t  o c c u r r in g  
on th e  M endip and  Q uantock  H i l l s ,  would n o t be a p r a c t i c a b l e  
p r o p o s i t io n  f o r  im provem ent. An i n t e r e s t i n g  co m p a riso n  c a n  be se e n  
from  a n o th e r  p a r t  o f  E ng land  in  H a r le y 's  i n v e s t i g a t i o n  w hich u s e s  
th e  H undred R o l l s  o f  1277-79 t o  com pare p o p u la t io n  num bers and  named 
s i t e s  i n  th e  W arw ick sh ire  R o l l s  w ith  Domesday d e t a i l s  (H a rle y , 1958, 
8 -1 8 ) . H a r le y  fo u n d  t h a t  p o p u la t io n  d e n s i ty  in c r e a s e d  f o u r f o ld  i n  
a r e a s  d e s c r ib e d  a s  "w aste"  i n  1086; b u t  i n  p r e v io u s ly - w e l l  s e t t l e d  
d i s t r i c t s  th e  dem ograph ic  g ro w th  was much l e s s ,  v a ry in g  from  a mere 
two p e r  c e n t  t o  a ro u n d  tw e n ty  f o u r  p e r  c e n t .
T h e ...lan d h o ld in g  o r g a n i s a t i o n  
T h is  them e o f  r e c la m a t io n  and  a s s a r t i n g  n e e d s  t o  be exam ined  in  
th e  l i g h t  o f  th e  c u r r e n t  la n d h o ld in g  c o n d i t io n s  and  o r g a n i s a t i o n  and 
th e  c o n te m p o ra ry  econom ic and  f i n a n c i a l  c o n s t r a i n t s  o f  th e  
l a n d h o ld e r s  and  p e a s a n ts .  Mo u n ifo rm  r e l a t i o n s h i p  be tw een  
la n d h o ld in g  and  s o c i a l  s y s te m s  seem s t o  have e v e r  e x i s t e d ,  even  
w i th in  a r e g io n  a s  sm a ll a s  c e n t r a l  S o m erse t. R e c o rd s  f o r  th e  
r e g io n  r e v e a l  many v a r i a t i o n s ,  b u t  w ith  a  c o n t in u in g  t r e n d  to w a rd s  
in d e p e n d e n t la n d h o ld in g s  and  a movement to w a rd s  a c a s h  economy. A
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c o n s ta n t  s t r u g g l e  o v e r  p e a s a n t  r i g h t s  and  c o n d i t io n s  i s  a l s o  
a p p a re n t  th ro u g h o u t  th e  w hole p e r io d  d e a l t  w ith  i n  t h i s  t h e s i s .
D e s p ite  th e  few  i l l e g a l  o c c u p a t io n s  and  th e  d i s a f f f o r e s t a t i o n  
on th e  M endip s lo p e s  a l r e a d y  m en tio n e d , th e  r o y a l  p a rk s  and f o r e s t s ,  
M endip, P e th e r to n  and  M eroche, c o v e re d  c o n s id e r a b le  a r e a s  o f  la n d . 
In d eed , some s e t t l e m e n t s  w ere a l l e g e d  t o  have been  f i r s t  i l l e g a l l y  
o c c u p ie d  f o r  f o r e s t r y  by th e  o r d e r s  o f  H enry I in  th e  t w e l f t h  
c e n tu r y  and  n o t made f r e e  f o r  o c c u p a t io n  u n t i l  th e  s e v e n te e n th  
c e n tu r y  (C o l l in s o n , 1791, 5 9 -6 0 ) . F ig u re  Ô show s th e  e x te n t  o f  th e  
r o y a l  p a rk s  and  f o r e s t s  a t  th e  end  o f  th e  t h i r t e e n t h  c e n tu r y  and , 
a l s o ,  th o s e  s e t t l e m e n t s  r e p o r t e d  t o  have been  w rong ly  e n c ro a c h e d  
u n d e r H enry I .
A lth o u g h  a t  th e  tim e  o f  th e  Domesday S u rv ey  in  1086 and  d u r in g  
th e  t w e l f t h  c e n tu r y  some la n d  on th e  G la s to n b u ry  Abbey e s t a t e s  was 
' fa rm ed ' o u t t o  t e n a n t s  and  m anagers f o r  p r o f i t  (M o rr is , 1980. 336 - 
4 6 ) , su c h  h o ld in g s  form ed o n ly  a m in o r i ty  (n in e  o u t  o f  a  t o t a l  o f  
t h i r t y  e ig h t )  o f  th e  Abbey m anors. The l o c a t io n s  o f  th e s e  managed 
m anors a r e  shown on F ig u re  9, and  th e s e  w ere u n d e r th e  d i r e c t  
c o n t r o l  o f  th e  A b b o t 's  o f f i c i a l s .  An e x a m in a tio n  o f  t h e s e  h o ld in g s ,  
a s  th e y  e x i s t e d  in  t h e  m id - th i r t e e n th  c e n tu r y ,  show s t h a t  th e  f e u d a l  
s t r u c t u r e  o f  la n d h o ld in g , s o c i a l  c a s t e  and c o n d i t io n s  o f  s e r v i c e  
s t i l l  p r e v a i l e d .  O b ig a tio n s  to , u n d e r ta k e  m i l i t a r y  s e r v i c e  a p p l i e d  
t o  many la n d h o ld e r s  and , a t  t h i s  t im e , e s t a t e  w o rk e rs  w ere s t i l l  
d e s c r ib e d  a s  'n a t i v e s ' .  P o s s ib ly  t h e s e  men- w ere th e  d e s c e n d a n ts  o f  
th e  s e r f s  and  freedm en  re c o rd e d  a s  l i v i n g  h e re  a t  th e  tim e  o f  th e  
Domesday s u rv e y . T here  was l i t t l e  e v id e n c e  o f  th e  e x i s t e n c e  o f  f r e e  
t e n a n t s  e x c e p t ,  m ost s i g n i f i c a n t l y ,  on r e c la im e d  la n d  (L ennard , 
1956, 3 5 5 -6 4 , P o s ta n , 1956, 106, E l to n , 1891, I n t r o  & 2 3 9 ) . F o r
o th e r  m anors a t  t h a t  t im e , th e  p u b l is h e d  F e e t  o f  F in e s  c o n ta in  
acco u n u s  o f  v i l l e i n a g e  s e r v i c e  and , a l s o  o f th e  e n fo rc e d  t r a n s f e r  o f
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v i l l e i n s  w ith  t h e i r  f a m i l i e s ,  la n d h o ld in g  and  c h a t t e l s  when m an o ria l 
la n d  was t r a n s f e r r e d  o r  la n d  m anagement changed  (G reen , 1892, x x iv ) .
A d i f f e r e n t  p i c t u r e  em erges fro m  a s tu d y  o f  th e  P ip e  R o l ls  o f  
th e  E xchequer d a te d  1170 w hich c o v e rs  some o f  t h e  B ish o p  o f 
W in c h e s te r 's  e s t a t e s  in  v a r io u s  p a r t s  o f  E ng lan d , in c lu d in g  
S o m erse t. In  th e s e  p a r t i c u l a r  r e c o r d s  l i t t l e  dem esne fa rm in g  i s  
r e c o rd e d , dem esne la n d s  b e in g  w orked i n  r e t u r n  f o r  p a id  w ages w h i l s t  
e a r l i e r  o b l i g a t i o n s  t o  p ro v id e  la b o u r  s e r v i c e s  f o r  th e  la n d lo r d  had 
been  commuted f o r  c a sh  (Page, 1911, 272, T itow , 1969, 6 0 ) .
M oreover, a  s tu d y  o f  G la s to n b u ry  m anors d u r in g  th e  same p e r io d  h a s  
i n t e r p r e t e d  r e d u c t io n s  in  th e  num ber o f  dem esne p lo u g h  team s a s  a 
s ig n  t h a t  th e  la n d  was b e in g  l e a s e d  f o r  r e n t  (P o s ta n , 1953, 3 5 8 ). 
n e v e r th e l e s s ,  i t  m ust be m en tio n ed  t h a t  th e  a p p r o p r i a t e n e s s  o f  t h i s  
c o n c lu s io n  h a s  been  q u e s t io n e d  (L ennard , 1956, 3 5 5 -6 4 ) . In  S o m erse t 
th e  e x i s t e n c e  o f  wage e a r n e r s  and  o f  t e n a n t s  on r e c la im e d  la n d  
(p ay in g  r e n t s  i n  c a sh  o r  i n  th e  fo rm  o f  p ro d u c e )  c a n  be n o te d . 
These f e a t u r e s  can  be r e g a rd e d  a s  s ig n s  o f  a  m odest m easu re  o f  
p e r s o n a l  freed o m  w h i l s t ,  a t  th e  same t im e , s u g g e s t in g  th e  b e g in n in g s  
o f  th e  t r e n d  to w a rd s  a c a sh  economy.
By 1184 t h e r e  was a  r e t u r n  t o  d i r e c t  dem esne fa rm in g  and , on 
th e  B ish o p  o f  W in c h e s te r 's  e s t a t e s  la b o u r  s e r v i c e s  u n d e r th e  c o n t r o l  
o f th e  l a n d l o r d 's  o f f i c e r s  had  ta k e n  th e  p la c e  o f  many l e a s e s  
(H arvey, 1974, 3 4 5 -5 3 ). S im i la r ly ,  i n  S o m e rse t, a  t i g h t e n i n g  o f
fe u d a l  c o n t r o l s  was e x p e r ie n c e d  i n  th e  t h i r t e e n t h  c e n tu r y .  On 
e c c l e s i a s t i c a l  l a n d s  th e  a u t h o r i t i e s  a b o l i s h e d  th e  sy s te m  o f  
" fa rm in g  o u t"  t o  i n d iv i d u a l s  who w orked th e  h o ld in g  f o r  p r o f i t ,  and  
d i r e c t  c o n t r o l  by b a i l i f f s  was re - im p o s e d  (E lto n , 1891, 239, P o s ta n , 
1956, 1 0 6 ). M o n astic  g ra n g e s  w ere e s t a b l i s h e d  on m a rg in a l  la n d  a t  
Vedmore, V o o la v in g to n  and  C le e v e , w here th e  u se  o f  l a y  l a b o u r e r s  was 
c o n t r o l l e d  by monks (C a n to r , 1982, 116).
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D u rin g  th e  l a t e  t w e l f t h  c e n tu r y  i t  was r e p o r t e d  t h a t  th e  m anors 
o f  G la s to n b u ry  Abbey had  e x p e r ie n c e d  l a x i t y  o f  c o n t r o l ,  T h is  may 
have b een  th e  u n d e r ly in g  r e a s o n  f o r  th e  n o t i c e a b l e  s u rg e  i n  la n d  
r e c la m a t io n  schem es and  f o r  im provem ent i n  l a t e r  t im e s  and , in  
p a r t i c u l a r ,  f o r  th e  " fa rm in g  o u t"  o f  h o ld in g s  and  th e  movement 
to w a rd s  t h e  paym ent o f  w ages f o r  la b o u r  an d  th e  r e n t i n g  o u t  o f 
h o ld in g s  -  i n  s h o r t  t h e  p r i n c i p a l  r e a s o n  f o r  th e  movement to w a rd s  a  
r u r a l  economy b a se d  on c a sh  t r a n s a c t i o n s  r a t h e r  th a n  k in d . The 
lo o s e n in g  o f  e s t a t e  c o n t r o l s  had  c r e a t e d  th e  c o n d i t io n s  f o r  i l l e g a l  
a s s a r t i n g  and  th e  ' s q u a t t i n g '  on th e  s o - c a l l e d  w a s te  l a n d s  by th e  
l o c a l  p e a s a n t r y  (P o s ta n , 1953, 358, W illia m s , 1970, 3 9 ) . A lso
im p o r ta n t  was th e  p a r t i c u l a r  p o l i t i c a l  and  econom ic c o n te x t  o f  th e  
t w e l f t h  and  e a r l y  t h i r t e e n t h  c e n t u r i e s  -  a  p e r io d  o f  f i n a n c i a l  
i n s t a b i l i t y  w ith  c o n se q u e n t heavy  t a x  dem ands w hich , i n  t u r n ,  had  
l e d  t o  s e r i o u s  s h o r ta g e s  o f  re a d y  c a sh .
M oreover, i n  one p a r t i c u l a r  i n s t a n c e  a  l o s s  o f  f a v o u r  w ith  K ing 
Jo h n  r e s u l t e d  i n  l a r g e  t a x  dem ands and  s e v e r e  c a s h  s h o r t a g e s  f o r  th e  
th e  G la s to n b u ry  m anors i n  1205 (E lto n , 1891, x x ) . L a n d h o ld e rs , 
t h e r e f o r e ,  te n d e d  t o  condone i l l e g a l  a s s a r t i n g  and  im provem ent i n  
r e t u r n  f o r  paym ents o f  r e n t ,  and  t e n a n t s  on su c h  la n d  w ere r e q u i r e d  
t o  p e rfo rm  d u t i e s  i n  m a in ta in in g  d y k es  and  cau sew ay s  (D unning, 1978, 
13, P age, 1911, 272, S a b in , 1971, 191). R easons f o r  th e  l a t e r
t i g h t e n i n g  o f  a d m i n i s t r a t i o n  and  th e  r e t u r n  t o  dem esne fa rm in g  can  
be fo u n d  i n  th e  abbey  r e c o r d s  -  a  d e c l in e  i n  th e  incom e from  m anors 
a s  a  r e s u l t  o f  a  l a x  a d m i n i s t r a t io n ,  and  th e  p ro b le m s o f  i l l e g a l  
en cro ach m en t on w a s te . O th e r  c o n s id e r a t io n s  in c lu d e  a  d e s i r e  t o  
d e r iv e  much more p r o f i t  fro m  dem esnes a f t e r  th e  p e r io d  o f  c i v i l  
u n r e s t ,  and , b e c a u se  o f  r i s i n g  wage r a t e s ,  a  p r e f e r e n c e  f o r  d i r e c t  
la b o u r  s e r v i c e s  (P o s ta n , 1956, 106, W atk in , 1944, 9, M organ, 1979, 
4 4 ) . In  a d d i t i o n  th e  change  to w a rd s  t h e  k e e p in g  o f  l i v e s t o c k  -  i n
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p a r t i c u l a r  s h e e p  f o r  t h e i r  wool -  i s  s e e n  by some s c h o la r s  a s  an  
e x p la n a t io n  f o r  t h e  r e d u c t io n  in  dem esne a r a b l e  la n d  (L ennard , 1956, 
3 5 5 -6 4 ). The a p p o in tm e n t o f  b a i l i f f s  t o  t h r e e  m anors (B anw ell, 
A xbridge  and  Compton) u n d e r  th e  j u r i s d i c t i o n  o f  th e  B ish o p  o f  W ells  
in  1332 was ro u g h ly  c o n te m p o ra ry  w ith  th e  b i s h o p 's  change o f  p o l ic y  
to w a rd s  d i s a f f o r e s t a t i o n ,  and  th e  en co u rag em en t o f  a s s a r t i n g  and
e n c lo s u r e s  on th e  M endip H i l l s .  A f i n a n c i a l  i n c e n t iv e  may be 
s u g g e s te d  f o r  t h e s e  d e v e lo p m en ts  ( S c o t t -H o lmes, 1896, i v  & 407, 
H obhouse, 1887, 7 3 ) .
E f f o r t s  t o  c o e rc e  l a b o u r e r s  f o r  work on th e  dem esne l e d  r a p i d l y  
t o  s o c i a l  u n r e s t  and  e v e n tu a l ly  r e v o l t .  Manor c o u r t  r o l l s ,  p l e a s  
and  abbey  r e c o r d s  c o n ta in  a rg u m e n ts  a b o u t th e  l e g a l  d e f i n i t i o n  o f 
f ix e d  custom  and th e s e  a r e  i n d i c a t i v e  o f  g row ing  re s e n tm e n t  a t  th e  
r e - im p o s i t i o n  o f  f o r c e d  la b o u r ,  m a n o r ia l  t a x e s  and  d u e s . M an o ria l 
c la im s  f o r  th e  r e t u r n  o f  v i l l e i n s  a r e  r e c o rd e d , t o g e t h e r  w ith  th e  
s a l e  o r  t r a n s f e r  o f  u n f o r tu n a te  v i l l e i n s ,  t h e i r  f a m i l i e s  and  goods 
and  c h a t t e l s  ( H i l to n , 1973, 3 2 -8 1 , 8 8 -9 1 , P age , 1911, 292, 2 9 6 ) . In
co n seq u e n c e , p ro v id e d  v i l l e i n s  c o u ld  manage t o  s t a y  away from  th e
manor f o r  a  y e a r  and  a day  and  s o  e s c a p e  e n fo rc e d  r e t u r n ,  tow ns and  
t r a d i n g  c e n t r e s  now began  t o  a t t r a c t  th e  r u r a l  p e a s a n t r y  t o  b e t t e r  
p a id  jo b s  and  im proved  l i v i n g  c o n d i t io n s .
In  c e n t r a l  S o m erse t, an  a r e a  o f  m ixed fa rm in g  n o t  e n t i r e l y  
d e p e n d en t on a r a b l e  p ro d u c e , th e  need  f o r  meadow and  g r a z in g  la n d  
f o r  l i v e s t o c k  i s  a  m ajo r and  c o n t in u in g  f a c t o r  i n f l u e n c i n g  la n d  
im provem ent, la n d  m anagem ent, and  p r i v a t e  p r o f i t .  From Domesday
onw ards g o o d - q u a l i ty  m eadowland was o f  g r e a t  im p o r ta n c e  and  
g e n e ra te d  up t o  fo u r  t im e s  t h e  r e n t a l  o f  p a s tu r e  (E lto n , 1891, 196, 
D unning, 1978, 1 3 -1 4 ). T h is  meadow and  p a s tu r e  i s  s t i l l ,  and  a lw a y s  
h a s  b een , th e  s u b je c t  o f  much d i s p u te .  D u rin g  th e  M idd le  Ages 
r i g h t s  o f  p a s tu r e  e x i s t e d ,  in c lu d in g  th e  r i g h t s  o f  f r e e h o l d e r s  t o
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F i g .  1 0 .  I n t e r c o m m o n i  n g  a r r a n g e m e n t s  a n d  d e t a c h e d  
p a r t s  o f  p a r i s h e s  r e m a i n i n g  a t  t h e  s i x t e e n t h  c e n t u r y
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p a s tu r e  a s  many a n im a ls  a s  th e y  w ish ed , and  u n d e r th e  lo n g  s ta n d in g ,  
b u t  u n d e f in e d , cu s to m  o f  'in te rc o m m o n in g ' a n im a ls  w ere d r iv e n  f o r  
c o n s id e r a b le  d i s t a n c e s  t o  th e s e  p a s tu r e s  from  th e  v i l l a g e s  
(W illia m s , 1970, 9 0 ) . L a n d h o ld e rs , i n  p a r t i c u l a r  t h e  B ish o p  o f
W ells  and  th e  A bbo ts , p o s s e s s e d  r i g h t s  o f  common p a s tu r e  w hich th e y  
g u a rd e d  j e a l o u s l y  (G reen, 1892, 192, W atkin , 1944, 1948 & 1949).
Manor l o r d s  a l s o  e n jo y e d  th e  r i g h t  t o  t a k e  i n  c a t t l e  f o r  f a t t e n i n g  
on th e  common p a s tu r e s  and  t h i s  b ro u g h t them  re a d y  c a s h  (C h a r te r ,  
1910, 8 6 ) . C o m p la in ts  o f  o v e rg ra z in g , la n d  t r a n s a c t i o n s  and  lo n g
s ta n d in g  d i s p u t e s  r e s u l t e d  and  th e s e  a r e  r e c o rd e d  in  th e  R o l l s  o f 
th e  I t i n e r a n t  J u s t i c e s  and  th e  F e e t  o f  F in e s  d u r in g  t h e  t w e l f t h  and 
t h i r t e e n t h  c e n t u r i e s  (Landon, 1921 & 1929, C hadw yck-H ealey, 1897, 
292, 3 0 1 ). F ig u re  10 i n d i c a t e s  so m e th in g  o f  th e  l i v e s t o c k  movements 
g e n e ra te d  by th e  u se  o f  t h e s e  r i g h t s  o f  p a s tu r e .  Such a r ra n g e m e n ts  
s t i l l  e x i s t e d  i n  th e  s i x t e e n t h  c e n tu r y  and , i n  f a c t ,  t h e  g r a z in g  
a r e a s  on th e  m oors w ere s t i l l  a c c e p te d  a s  d e ta c h e d  p a r t s  o f  th e  
d i s t a n t  p a r i s h e s  and  w ere r e c o rd e d  a s  su c h  much l a t e r  i n  a  map o f  
1822 (W illiam s , 1970, 90, F ig . 1 3 ). Some o f  th e s e  a n c ie n t  b o u n d a r ie s  
can  s t i l l  be t r a c e d  on th e  maps o f  t h e  p r e s e n t  c e n tu r y .
In  th e  p a s t  a t t e m p ts  w ere made t o  e s t a b l i s h  g r a z in g  b o u n d a r ie s .  
Under t h e  S t a t u t e  o f  M erton  i n  1235 l o r d s  w ere e n t i t l e d  t o  make 
e n c lo s u r e s  on th e  common w a s te , i f  t h i s  was n o t  r e q u i r e d  f o r  u se  by 
th e  a n im a ls  o f  th e  ' f r e e '  t e n a n t s .  B ut t h e  m aking o f  e n c lo s u r e s  on 
th e  M endips, i n  th e  B rue v a l l e y  an d  a t  S a ltm o o r  n e a r  A x b rid g e , i n  
p a r t i c u l a r ,  c a u se d  re s e n tm e n t:  r i o t s  and  o c c a s io n a l  damage t o
p r o p e r ty  e n su e d  (W illiam s , 1970, 3 2 -3 7 , C hadw yck-H ealey, 1897, 8 0 - 
150, 23 i n s t a n c e s ) .  A rgum ents a r o s e  a b o u t th e  q u a l i f i c a t i o n  o f  a  
freem an . One d e f i n i t i o n  g iv e n  was t h a t  a  freem an  was one who c o u ld  
a t t e n d  th e  p u b l ic  c o u r t  and  whose la n d  c o u ld  be s u b - d iv id e d  a t  h i s  
d e a th . A n o th er q u a l i f i c a t i o n  seem s t o  have  b een  t h a t  a  f re e m a n  was a
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p e rs o n  h o ld in g  a t  l e a s t  t h i r t y  a c r e s  o f  la n d . A f te r  c o u n try -w id e
c o m p la in ts  th e  S t a t u t e  o f  W e stm in s te r , 1285, e x te n d e d  r i g h t s  o f 
p a s tu r e  t o  th o s e  p e r m i t t e d  t o  g ra z e  b e a s t s  on common la n d , b u t 
c o m p la in ts  and  d i s p u t e s  d id  n o t c e a s e  (Morgan, 1979, 48,
Scam m ell, 1974, 527, P a g e ,1911 ,282 , C hadw yck-H ealey, 1897, 1 5 1 -6 0 ).
D e s p i te  th e s e  la n d  c o n t r o v e r s i e s ,  th e  r e c o r d s  do show some common 
i n t e r e s t  i n  la n d  im provem ent and  a  m easure  o f  c o o p e r a t io n  betw een  
l a n d lo r d  and  te n a n t  on o c c a s io n s  when dykes w ere r a i s e d  "by  common 
c o n s e n t"  (G reen, 1892, 324 -404 , C hadw yck-H ealey, 1897, 1 5 1 -6 0 ).
The w o o llen  in d u s t r y  
B eh ind  th e  g r a z in g  p ro b lem s la y  a n o th e r  f a c t o r  -  th e  seco n d  
m a t te r  o f  g r e a t  im p o rta n c e  i n  c e n t r a l  S o m e rse t-  th e  p r o d u c t io n  o f 
wool from  sh e e p  and th e  w eaving  o f  w o o llen  c lo t h .  The im p o rta n c e  o f  
t h i s  i n d u s t r y  t o  S o m e rse t, a s  w e ll a s  t o  th e  c o u n try  a s  a  w hole, 
w a r r a n ts  an  e x a m in a tio n  i n  d e t a i l  o f  th e  p r o d u c t io n ,  m a rk e tin g  and 
e x p o r t  o f  th e s e  m a t e r i a l s .  T h is  i s  e s s e n t i a l  i f  we a r e  to  
u n d e rs ta n d  th e  e f f e c t  o f  th e  i n d u s t r y  on th e  r e g io n a l  economy o f  
S o m erse t and  i t s  im p ac t on th e  management o f  r e s o u r c e s ,  th e  
p r o s p e r i t y  o f  i n d iv i d u a l s  and th e  e n s u in g  s o c i a l  c h a n g e s .
T rad e  in  wool and  c l o t h  had  b een  d e v e lo p e d  th ro u g h  a  n e tw o rk  o f  
m a rk e ts , tow ns and  p o r t s ,  su ch  a s  L an g p o rt (Bush, 1985, 1 6 -1 9 ).
D uring  t h i s  p e r io d  a  c o a r s e  ty p e  o f  wool was p ro d u ce d  in  m ost p a r t s  
o f  S o m erse t and , in  1341, p r o d u c t io n  was a s s e s s e d  a s  am o u n tin g  to  
601 s a c k s  p e r  annum, more th a n  any  o th e r  c o u n ty  i n  s o u th  w est 
E ng land  and  e q u a l i n  v a lu e  t o  th e  wool p r o d u c t io n  from  th e  C o tsw o ld s  
(Power, 1941, 109-113 , D unning, 1978, 11 ). Domesday e n t r i e s  r e c o r d  
c o n s id e r a b le  f lo c k s  o f  sh e e p  and , i n  th e  l a t e  t w e l f t h  and  e a r l y  
t h i r t e e n t h  c e n t u r i e s  b a i l i f f s *  a c c o u n ts  c o n ta in e d  r e p o r t s  o f  l a r g e -  
s c a l e  sh e e p  fa rm in g  on dem esne la n d s ,  w ith  i n c r e a s i n g  p r o d u c t io n  
o v e r  t im e . Ifeny sh e e p  f lo c k s  w ere r e a r e d  on th e  r e c la im e d  la n d  o f
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t h e  ab b ey s  and  on th e  m anors o f  t h e  B ishop  o f  V e i ls  (S c o tt-H o lm e s , 
1896, 377, 381, L en n ard , 1956, 3 5 5 -6 4 ). Hot v e ry  much i s  known a s  
t o  th e  num bers o f  sh e e p  k e p t  by p e a s a n ts ,  b u t  an  e s t im a t io n  made by 
Power i n  1941 s u g g e s t s  t h a t  a  n a t i o n a l  e x p o r t  o f  30000-40000 s a c k s  
o f  wool p e r  annum c o u ld  n o t  have b een  s u p p l ie d  from  th e  m o n a s tic  
f lo c k s  a lo n e . From t h i s  i t  i s  c l e a r  t h a t  a  l a r g e  num ber o f  s m a l le r  
sh e e p  ow ners m ust have e x i s t e d  and  th e s e  m ust have  c o n t r ib u te d  
s i g n i f i c a n t l y  t o  th e  t o t a l  o u tp u t .  (Power, 1941, 24, D onkin, 1973, 
159).
The im p o rta n c e  t o  th e  c o u n t r y 's  economy o f  t h e  wool t r a d e  i s  
i n d ic a te d  by th e  im p o s i t io n  o f  cu s to m s d u t i e s  on th e s e  p r o d u c ts  i n  
1274. F u r th e r  p o l i t i c a l  a c t i o n  fo llo w e d  in  1325, when a l i e n s  w ere
r e s t r i c t e d  t o  p u rc h a s in g  wool i n  th e  s p e c i f i e d  " s t a p l e "  tow ns w here
th e  m erc h an d ise  had  t o  rem a in  f o r  a t  l e a s t  f o r t y  d a y s  a f t e r  
p u rc h a s e . A s y s te m  d e v e lo p e d  in v o lv in g  wool a g e n ts ,  m iddlem en,
m e rc h a n ts , sh ip o w n e rs , cu s to m s d u t i e s ,  s p e c i a l  p o r t s  l i c e n s e d  t o  
e x p o r t  wool and , l a t e r ,  a ln a g e  a c c o u n ts  aan d  r e c o r d s  o f  c l o t h  
p ro d u c t io n  and  e x p o r t s .  A ll t h e s e  d e v e lo p m en ts  r e v e a l  t h a t  t h e r e
e x i s t e d  a w e ll  o r g a n is e d  i n d u s t r y  o f  n a t i o n a l  im p o r ta n c e .
The m a rk e tin g  o f  wool and , fro m  th e  t h i r t e e n t h  c e n tu r y  onw ards 
f i n i s h e d  c lo t h ,  had  d e v e lo p e d  from  a t r a d e  d o m in a ted  by th e  l a r g e  
e s t a t e s  and  c o n t r a c t s  be tw een  m anagers  o r  b a i l i f f s  w ith  f o r e i g n  
m erc h an ts . The r i s i n g  m id d le  c l a s s e s  c o n t r o l l e d  a n e tw o rk  o f  l o c a l  
and  l a r g e r  tow n m a rk e ts  f o r  th e  s m a l le r  p ro d u c e r s  (Pow er, 1941, 4 6 -  
47, Pelham , 1936, 230, C a ru s -V ils o n , 1 9 5 0 /1 , 162, B r id b u ry , 1977,
3 9 7 ). T hese two sy s te m s  w ere i n  o p e r a t io n  c o n c u r r e n t ly  and  wool 
e x p o r t s  r e a c h e d  a peak  be tw een  th e  l a t e  t h i r t e e n t h  and  th e  m id­
f o u r t e e n th  c e n t u r i e s .  By th e  f o u r t e e n t h  c e n tu r y th e  l a r g e  dem esne 
f lo c k s  began  t o  d e c l in e  i n  num bers a s  s i g n i f i c a n t  c h a n g e s  to o k  
p la c e .  Two r e a s o n s  have been  s u g g e s te d  f o r  t h i s :  (1) t h e  d e la y s  i n
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s a le s  to  fo re ig n  p u rc h a s e rs  th ro u g h  r e te n t io n  o f wool in  th e  's t a p l e ' 
d e p o s i t s  r e s u l te d  in  th e  lo s s  o f  la rg e  c o n tr a c ts ;  e x p o r te r s  who had to  
w a it f o r  t h e i r  c a sh  were d isc o u ra g ed ; (2) th e r e  developed  a grow ing 
tendency  to  le a s e  lan d  f o r  r e n t  r a th e r  th a n  to  farm  d i r e c t ly ;  t h e r e a f t e r  
wool p ro d u c tio n  came to  be based  la r g e ly  on p e a s a n t  f lo c k s  on re n te d  
lan d  (Baker, 1973, 221, Power, 1941, 4 7 ).
As tim e  went on wool from  S om erse t was d iv e r te d  to  th e  grow ing 
home t e x t i l e  in d u s try  w hich, b e in g  w e ll e s ta b l is h e d  by th e  end o f th e  
t h i r t e e n th  c e n tu ry , was to  g a in  ground a s  th e  m an u fac tu rin g  in d u s try
was f re e d  from  fo re ig n  co m p e titio n  (Lloyd, 1977, 116). Thus, w oollen
c lo th  became an im p o rta n t n a t io n a l  e x p o rt  and t h i s  new grow ing t r a d e  
fo llow ed  s im i la r  ro u te s  to  t h a t  ta k e n  by th e  raw  wool i t s e l f ,  th ro u g h  
B r i s to l ,  B rid g w a te r and th e  D o rse t p o r t s  ( A t th i l l ,  1955, 24, C arus-
V ilso n  & Coleman, 1963, 239, F ig . 5 1 ) . A lnage a c c o u n ts  (k ep t by th e  
o f f i c i a l  who s e a le d  paym ents fo r  c lo th )  in d ic a te  t h a t ,  up to  th e  e a r ly  
fo u r te e n th  c e n tu ry , S o m e rse t's  annual p ro d u c tio n  o f c lo th  was am ongst 
th e  h ig h e s t  in  E ngland ( A t th i l l ,  1955, 2 4 ) . F u llin g  m il ls  were
e s ta b l is h e d  in  a  number o f tow ns in  c e n t r a l  S om erse t, a t ,  f o r  exam ple, 
B rid g w a te r, Taunton (as  e a r ly  a s  1239), L an g p o rt, C heddar, V e ils ,
G lastonbu ry , Croscombe, and V iveliscom be (F igu re  11 ). These m il ls  were 
som etim es "farm ed out" f o r  r e n t  i f  under m a n o ria l c o n tr o l  o r , a s  in  
Taunton, an  a b se n te e  la n d lo rd  may have en ab led  a  m il l  t o  fu n c tio n  
w ith o u t o b l ig a t io n s  (Hunt, 1956/7 , 8 9 -1 0 5 ). V eavers , a ls o ,  found
employment in  some o f th e  l a r g e r  u rban  e s ta b l is h m e n ts  (M ille r , 1965, 
68 ) .
Changing lo c a t io n s  saw th e  m ig ra tio n  o f th e  t e x t i l e  in d u s t r y  from  
th e  tow ns to  th e  c o u n try s id e  d u rin g  th e  l a t e r  t h i r t e e n th  and  e a r ly  
fo u r te e n th  c e n tu r ie s .  These lo c a t io n a l  changes have been d e s c r ib e d  a s  
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F i g .  11' .  F u l l i n g  m i l l s  a n d  m a i n  f i f t e e n t h  c e n t u r y  
a r e a s  o f  c l o t h  p r o d u c t i o n
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w ater-pow ered  f u l l in g  m il ls  re p la c e d  th e  o ld  fo o t  f u l l in g  m ethod. 
Whenever s u i t a b le  w a te r  power was a v a i la b le  f u l l in g  m i l l s  s p re a d  in to  
th e  c o u n try s id e  -  and c e n t r a l  S om erse t was w ell s u p p lie d  w ith  s tre a m s  
and r iv e r s .  S e v e ra l o th e r  f a c to r s  c o n tr ib u te d  to  th e  movement o f th e  
in d u s try . L andho lders  cou ld  'f a rm ' m il ls  fo r  r e n t  and th e  burdensom e 
r e s t r i c t i o n s  o f th e  town g u ild s  encouraged  th o se  w ith  lan d  and c a p i t a l ,  
la n d lo rd s , e s t a t e  m anagers and e n tre p re n e u rs , to  s e t  up in  b u s in e s s  on 
p ro p e r ty  a t  r u r a l  lo c a t io n s  (C arus-W ilson , 1941, 3 9 -4 0 , C ip o lla , 1976, 
161, Pelham, 1936, 251, P o n tin g , 1980 ,12). M oreover, lab o u r was a v a i la b le  
from  v i l l a g e r s  who m ust have found th e  work a u s e fu l  supp lem en t to  
t h e i r  a g r i c u l tu r a l  w ages. A d d itio n a l em ployment was to  be o b ta in e d  in  
th e  w est c o u n try  w ith  c lo th ie r s  who bought wool, p a id  v i l l a g e r s  to  do 
th e  f u l l in g  and w eaving and th e n  m arke ted  th e  c lo th  (B u tlin , 1978, 143).
Prosperity;...su:).d fal lvre 
The q u e s tio n  m ust be ask ed  "who re c e iv e d  th e  m ajor p a r t  o f th e  
p r o f i t s ? "  L o c a l i t ie s  and p e rs o n s  p r o f i t i n g  e i th e r  from  lan d  re c la m a tio n  
o r from  th e  wool and t e x t i l e  t r a d e  may o c c a s io n a l ly  be re c o g n ise d  from  
s u rv iv in g  m an o ria l c o u r t  and j u s t i c e s ' r o l l s ,  from  ta x  and a ln a g e  
re c o rd s  and , in  B rid g w ate r a t  l e a s t ,  from  borough a rc h iv e s  o f th e  
th i r t e e n th  and fo u r te e n th  c e n tu r ie s  and from  p u b lish e d  w i l l s .  A ll th e s e  
docum ents c o n ta in  th e  names o f m erch an ts  and v a lu e s  o f c lo th  (B ilk s , 
1920, 88-92  & 1933). The C lose  R o lls  fo r  th e  f o u r te e n th  to  f i f t e e n th  
c e n tu r ie s ,  t r a n s c r ib e d  and h e ld  in  th e  S om erse t Record O ffic e , a ls o  
c o n ta in  much d e ta i l  on th e  w oollen  t r a d e ,  d u t ie s  p a id  and d e t a i l s  o f 
m erch an ts . I o n - l i t e r a r y  so u rc e s  can  be h e lp fu l ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  in  th e  
r u r a l  d i s t r i c t s :  m anors o r  farm houses d a tin g  from  th e  tw e lf th  and 
t h i r t e e n th  c e n tu r ie s  and m oated s i t e s  a re  c u r r e n t ly  b e in g  in v e s t ig a te d  
(Aston, 1982, 132-133, W illiam s & G ilso n , 1981, 4 5 -6 6 , G ilso n , 1985, 
1 2 9 -39 ). These b u ild in g s  a r e  now c o n s id e re d  to  be ev id en ce  o f  a 
grow ing r u r a l  c la s s  w ith  money and  p re te n s io n s  to  b e t t e r  s t a t u s  and
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housing  (C an tor, 1981, 141). C hurches show s ig n s  o f s to n e  re b u ild in g  
and en la rg em en t, even b e fo re  th e  g r e a t  su rg e  o f  ch u rch  and tow er 
b u ild in g  o f th e  fo u r te e n th  and f i f t e e n th  c e n tu r ie s .  A ll th e s e  non- 
l i t e r a r y  so u rc e s  p ro v id e  a r t e f a c tu a l  ev id en ce  o f th e  grow ing  d if fu s io n  
o f w ea lth  th ro u g h  th e  c o u n try s id e  o f S om erse t.
In g e n e ra l  i t  was th e  tow ns and  p o r t s  t h a t  en joyed  th e  g r e a te s t  
p r o f i t s  o f  t h i s  in d u s try  and i t s  t r a d e .  F a i r s  and m ark e ts  b ro u g h t in  
money and, in  a d d it io n  to  t e x t i l e s ,  c o u r t  r o l l s  and borough a rc h iv e s  
re c o rd  s a l t ,  t im b e r , co rn , c a t t l e ,  woad, s to n e  and iro n  (B ilk s , 1933, 81, 
o30, 338, Bunning, 1978, 2 0 ). B rid g w a te r and L angpo rt, am ongst o th e r  
r i v e r  p o r ts ,  c o l le c te d  t o l l s  on goods t r a n s - s h ip p e d .  However, some 
tow ns com plained  o f reduced  p r o s p e r i ty  and blam ed t h i s  on th e  movement 
o f  in d u s try  and w o rk ers  to  th e  v i l l a g e s .  F o r in s ta n c e ,  B r i s to l
m an u fa c tu re rs  r e g i s te r e d  a lo s s  o f t r a d e  because  f u l l in g  work was be ing  
tak e n  ou t o f th e  c i t y  to  m il ls  in  th e  Mendip H i l ls  (C a ru s-V ilso n , 
1950/1 , 187, M ille r , 1965, 6 9 ). An in v e s t ig a t io n  in to  th e  r e l a t i v e
p r o s p e r i ty  o f th e  s m a lle r  tow ns o f S om erse t show s t h a t  some were n o t 
do ing  a s  w ell a s  th ey  f e l t  th ey  sh o u ld  be do ing  and th e  ta x a t io n
r e tu r n s  o f 1327, 1340 and 1377 can  be used to  e s t im a te  th e  r e l a t i v e  
p o s i t io n s  o f th e s e  tow ns in  th e  u rban  h ie ra rc h y  o f  th e  tim e  Bunning, 
1968, 10 13). Bunning concluded  t h a t  some sm a ll s e t t le m e n ts  such  a s  
Bownend, M ontacute and le w p o rt  (which had been 'p la n te d ' by lo c a l  
lo rd s )  had f a i le d  to  grow in to  com m ercial c e n tr e s .  The Saxon "burh" o f 
Lyng had d e c lin e d  in to  a  sm a ll ham le t and l e t h e r  Stowey and  Som erton 
had f a i le d  to  grow s ig n i f i c a n t ly .  A ll th e s e  s i t e s  a re  in d ic a te d  on
F ig u re  7.
Many re a s o n s  have been su g g e s te d  f o r  th e s e  f a i l u r e s .  One f a c to r  
o f  m ajor im p o rtan ce  a p p e a rs  to  be a g e n e ra l  la c k  o f a c c e s s  to  t r a d e  
ro u te s , m ajor m ark e ts  and p o r t s  b u t ex am in a tio n  o f  th e  lo c a t io n  o f th e  
f a i le d  tow ns and t h e i r  p o s i t io n  in  r e l a t i o n  to  th e  t r a d e  r o u te s  show s
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t h a t  t h i s  c a n n o t be th e  on ly  re a so n . F u r th e r  c a u se s  -  econom ic, 
p o l i t i c a l  and p e rs o n a l  -  m ust be so u g h t.
D uring th e  two and a  h a l f  c e n tu r ie s  fo llo w in g  th e  Domesday Survey 
c e n t r a l  S om erse t e x p e rien ced  in c re a s e d  s e t t le m e n t  and a c t i v i t y ,  b o th  
a g r i c u l tu r a l  and in d u s t r i a l ,  b u t w ith  m arked s p a t i a l  v a r i a t io n s .
D evelopm ents in  th e  economy and  in  th e  c o n tr o l  o f  re s o u rc e s  which 
accom panied th e s e  changes have been d isc u s s e d . The sc en e  was
b eg in n in g  to  a l t e r  and we s e e  s ig n s  o f th e  changes and  p rob lem s to
come in  l a t e r  g e n e ra tio n s . In  1300 la r g e  feu d a l e s t a t e s  were s t i l l
o p e ra t in g  in  th e  o ld  way in  th e  h ands o f  lo rd s  and  a b b o ts ; common 
f i e ld  sy s te m s  w ere s t i l l  in  o p e ra tio n , p a r t i c u l a r ly  in  th e  s o u th  and 
e a s t  o f  th e  re g io n . But th e  number o f  f r e e  te n a n ts  was in c r e a s in g  a s  
lan d  was rec la im ed  and  f in a n c ia l  c o n s id e r a t io n s  encouraged  m an o ria l 
lo rd s  to  r e n t  h o ld in g s  and  p e rm it v i l l e i n s  to  commute lab o u r  s e r v ic e s  
in  r e tu r n  f o r  a  fe e . (Page, 1911, 2 8 9 ). Amongst th e  p e a s a n try  th e r e  
was a  s t r o n g  d e s i r e  f o r  independence o f  p ro d u c tio n  and f o r  freedom  o f
a c tio n , in c re a s e d , w ith  th e  p ro d u c tio n  o f  wool and c lo th  a t  home in  th e
v i l l a g e s ,  by o p p o r tu n i t ie s  to  augm ent r u r a l  incom es.
The tow ns and  t r a d in g  s e t t le m e n ts  p ro v id e d  an o u t le t  f o r  produce 
and a t  th e  sam e t im e s  fu n c tio n e d  a s  d i f f u s io n  c h a n n e ls  o f  news, 
p ro v id in g  o p p o r tu n i t ie s  to  h e a r  abou t p la c e s  and e v e n ts  away from  th e  
v i l la g e .  They a ls o  p re s e n te d  te m p ta t io n s  to  r u r a l  w o rk ers  t o  escap e  
from  th e  r e s t r i c t i o n s  o f th e  m anors w ith  a l t e r n a t iv e  em ploym ent 
o f fe r in g  h ig h e r  pay  and b e t t e r  c o n d it io n s . C ourt r o l l s  o f  th e  tim e  
c o n ta in  a c co u n ts  o f num erous c la im s  by m an o ria l lo rd s  f o r  r e tu r n  o f
v i l l e i n s  from  tow ns o r  t e x t i l e  c e n tr e s  (Page, 1911, 1 8 9 -9 0 ). Some o f 
th e s e  u rban  c e n tr e s  s t i l l  rem ained  under m an o ria l c o n tro l :  exam ples 
in c lu d e  Taunton, w ith in  th e  m an o ria l c e n tr e  o f  th e  B ishop o f  W in ch este r 
and th e  r i v e r  p o r t s  on th e  Axe, p a r t  o f  th e  G lastonbuey  e s ta t e s .  
O th e rs , such  a s  B rid g w a te r, w ith  a  c h a r t e r  from  King John , managed
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t h e i r  own a f f a i r s  and  f in a n c e s  q u i te  s e p a r a te ly  to  th e  a u th o r i t i e s  o f 
th e  c a s t l e  which a d jo in ed  th e  town. A lthough m u n ic ip a l o rg a n is a t io n  
was r a t h e r  vague u n t i l  th e  1468 m ay o ra lty  c h a r te r ,  B rid g w a te r  o p e ra ted  
under a  borough c o u r t  and th e  b u rg e s s e s  c o n s t i tu te d  a comm unity w ith  
t h e i r  own r i g h t s  and  p o s s e s s io n s ,  n o t  l e a s t  th e  valued  p r iv i le g e  o f th e  
r i g h t  to  t r a n s f e r  p ro p e r ty  (D ilk s, 1917, 63, P l a t t ,  1976, 2 7 -2 8 , l a i s h ,  
1969, 7 8 -8 1 ).
The r i s e  o f a  t r a d in g  and in d u s t r i a l  m idd le  c l a s s  h a s  been no ted , 
b o th  in  town and  c o u n try . E n tre p re n e u r ia l  la n d h o ld e rs , c lo th ie r s ,  
m erch an ts  and th o s e  w ith  la r g e  h o ld in g s  and f lo c k s  o f sh e ep  ach iev ed  
g r e a te r  money p r o f i t s  in  th e  new c a sh  economy and  t h i s  th e y  used  to  
buy more lan d  and to  b u i ld  p r e s t ig io u s  h ouses in  town and  co u n try  
(D ilk s, 1917, 63, P ev sn e r, 1958, 2 0 -1 9 3 , C an to r, 1982, 19 ). Com versely, 
th o s e  w ith o u t th e  means to  in c re a s e  t h e i r  w ea lth  form ed a  c l a s s  o f 
l a n d le s s  wage la b o u re rs . M oreover, em ployees in  th e  la rg e  
e s ta b l is h m e n ts  o f  f u l l e r s  and  c lo t h ie r s  were h e ld  a s  t i e d  la b o u re rs  
and , in  g e n e ra l, p e a s a n ts  m oving in to  th e  tow ns cou ld  n o t have ach ieved  
f u l l  b u rg e s s  s t a t u s  o r  m em bership o f  g u i ld s  (M ille r , 1965, 6 8 ) .
In  s p i t e  o f  th e  a p p a re n t g row th  and p r o s p e r i ty ,  w r i te r s  have 
re c o g n ise d  an econom ic and  a g r i c u l tu r a l  c r i s i s  in  Europe in  th e  e a r ly  
fo u r te e n th  c e n tu ry , some f i f t y  y e a rs  b e fo re  th e  d ra m a tic  e v e n ts  t h a t  
were to  fo llo w . Fam ines in  1315/17 r e s u l t in g  from  a s e r i e s  o f  poor 
h a rv e s ts  a re  e v id e n t from  th e  t i t h e  r e c o rd s  o f  th e  lonarum  
I n q u is i t io n e s .  M oreover, abandoned h o ld in g s , econom ic s ta g n a t io n ,  
c o n tr a c t io n  o f  a ra b le  and dem esne lan d  were a l l  r e p o r te d  a t  th e  sam e 
tim e  (Kershaw, 1973, B aker, 1966, 518, Morgan, 1979, 46, P o s ta n , 1973, 
13 ). Amongst o th e r  f a c to r s ,  th e  u n d e rly in g  c a u se s  have been id e n t i f i e d  
a s  a  re d u c tio n  in  th e  s iz e  o f  la n d h o ld in g s , o v e rp o p u la tio n , po o r w ea th er 
c o n d it io n s  f o r  g row th  and  h a rv e s t in g  to g e th e r  w ith  an  a g r i c u l tu r a l  
tech n o lo g y  w hich had n o t resp o n d ed  to  needs c re a te d  by s u b s ta n t i a l
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p o p u la tio n  in c r e a s e s  (P ostan , 1973, 15, Duby, 1968, 1 2 3 -2 4 ). In  a d d it io n , 
because  a b b o ts  and  b ish o p s  were accused  o f  p o s s e s s in g  w e a lth , p r iv a te  
a rm ies  and la rg e  num bers o f  r e t a in e r s ,  p o l i t i c a l  and s o c ia l  f a c to r s  may 
a ls o  have been o f c o n s id e ra b le  im portance .
These a lle g e d  e x tra v a g a n c e s , and  th e  ta x e s  p a s se d  on by 
la n d h o ld e rs  to  t h e i r  t e n a n ts ,  th rew  a  burden  on th e  p r im a ry  p ro d u ce rs . 
An ex am in a tio n  o f  m anor c o u r t  r o l l s  f o r  m anors in  th e  See o f 
W inchester, w hich, in  th e  t h i r t e e n th  c e n tu ry , covered  v a r io u s  p a r t s  o f 
E ngland, r e v e a ls  much o f  con tem porary  c o n d it io n s . From th e s e  r e p o r t s  
o f  low ered r e n t s  and  lan d  f in e s  and e x c u sa is  g iv en  to  "poor people" i t  
can  be concluded  t h a t ,  in  some p la c e s  a t  l e a s t ,  r u r a l  p o v e r ty  e x is te d , 
(May, 1973, 399, T itow , 1969, 6 4 -9 4 ). In  consequence, an  accum ula tion  
o f  p o l i t i c a l  f a c to r s  and  a g r i c u l tu r a l  d i f f i c u l t i e s  h a s  been su g g e s te d  a s  
th e  m ajor u n d e rly in g  cau se  o f econom ic c r i s i s  (B ridbu ry , 1977, 395, 
V a g s ta f f , 1978, 165 -78 , M ille r , 1975, M add ico tt, 1975). However, i t
sh o u ld  be n o ted  t h a t  th e  r e c o rd s  a r e  s c a n ty  and , e x c ep t in  some 
p a r t i c u l a r  a re a s ,  may n o t p ro v id e  s u f f i c i e n t  in fo rm a tio n  to  p ro v e  c le a r  
ev idence  o f  p o p u la tio n  d e c lin e  a n d /o r  econom ic d i s a s t e r  .M oreover, i t  h a s  
been a rgued  t h a t  o v e rp o p u la tio n  and o v e rp ro d u c tio n  may have e x is te d  
o n ly  in  a  few re g io n s , su ch  a s  p a r t s  o f  m id land  England and  some long  
e s ta b l is h e d  and  much more f u l ly  c u l t iv a te d  m anors, where a r a b le  open 
f ie ld  sy s te m s  p redom inated . Even in  th e s e  a re a s  th e  id e a  t h a t  lan d  had 
been e x h au sted  th ro u g h  o v e rc ro p p in g  h a s  been c h a lle n g e d . In  th e  common 
t h r e e - f i e l d  sy s tem  a  p e r io d  o f  fa llo w  was u s u a lly  fo llo w ed  and n o rm a lly  
b e a s ts  were g razed  on unused lan d . I t  m igh t w e ll have been th e  c a se  
t h a t  s m a ll d iv id e d  f i e l d s  l o s t  f e r t i l i t y  i f  no l iv e s to c k ,  o r  v e ry  few, 
were h e ld : m arg in a l lan d  cou ld  q u ic k ly  be s u b je c t  to  e ro s io n  and 
a c id i ty  w ith o u t ad eq u ate  a t t e n t io n  and  m anure (B ennett, 1979, 7 8 ). 
Where a  more m ixed economy was p r a c t i s e d  and  w here l iv e s to c k  was 
im p o rta n t, and  a ls o  where th e  t e x t i l e  in d u s t r y  was p ro sp e ro u s , a s  in
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c e n t r a l  S om erse t, no s ig n i f i c a n t  d e c re a se  in  p r o s p e r i ty  o r  p ro d u c tio n  
h a s  been o bserved  (B ridbury , 1977, 3 9 3 -94 , W atts, 1967, 5 4 3 -47 ,
Dodgsbon, 1978, 103, Page, 1911, 279).
P o stan  h a s  p ro p o sed  t h a t  th e  dem ographic , econom ic and 
a g r i c u l tu r a l  f a c to r s  Q iscu ssed  in  t h i s  c h a p te r  can  be re g a rd e d  a s  th e  
m ain c a u se s  o f th e  su b seq u en t s o c ia l  c o n f l i c t s  o f th e  fo u r te e n th  
c e n tu iy  (P ostan , 1973, 11). T h is  view h a s  been d isp u te d  by B renner 
(1976, 3 0 -3 5 ) who h a s  concluded  t h a t  p r e s s u r e  o f p o p u la tio n  and  la c k  o f 
re s o u rc e s  can n o t be a c ce p ted  a s  th e  p r im a ry  c a u se s . In s te a d , B renner 
s e e s  th e  c r i s e s  a s  hav in g  a r i s e n  from  lo n g -te rm  s t r u g g le s  f o r  c o n tro l  
over b a s ic  p ro d u c tio n  and freedom  o f a c tio n ;  and c o n f l i c t s  betw een 
th o s e  who h e ld  lan d  and w ea lth  and th o s e  who d id  n o t. Thus human 
f a c to r s  and a t t i t i u d e s  and th e  s o c ia l  c o n te x t  need to  be much more 
f u l ly  c o n s id e re d , r a th e r  th a n  j u s t  th e  econom ic p ro c e s s e s  by which a 
p a r t i c u l a r  c l a s s  s t r u c tu r e  had been e s ta b l is h e d .  B renner concluded  
th e  s t i  u c tu re  ox c la s s  power d e te rm in e s  th e  m anner and d eg ree  in  
1/h ich  th e  dem ographic  and t r a d in g  changes w i l l  a f f e c t  long  te rm  incom e 
and econom ic g row th ; n o t th e  o th e r  way round" (1976, 3 6 ). In c e n t r a l  
S om erset, an a re a  in  which, a s  we have seen , s o c ia l  and c la s s  d is p u te s  
were a  f e a tu re  d o m in a tin g  th e  l i f e  o f th e  comm unity, t h i s  view i s  an 
im p o rta n t c o n s id e ra t io n  when we come to  exam ine chang ing  c irc u m s ta n c e s  
in  th e  su cceed in g  c e n tu r ie s .
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CHAPTER IV 
THE FOURTEEITH AID FIFTEEITH GEITHRIES
The fo u r te e n th  c e n tu ry  i s  infam ous f o r  th e  o u tb reak  o f  th e  B lack 
D eath in  1349, fo llow ed  by l a t e r  o u tb re a k s  o f th e  p lag u e . T h is  
c a ta s tr o p h e  needs t o  be seen  in  th e  c o n te x t  o f th e  econom ic and  s o c ia l  
p rob lem s which had  a lre a d y  a r i s e n  d u r in g  th e  p re v io u s  c e n tu ry . From 
con tem porary  r e p o r t s  i t  i s  c le a r  t h a t  th e  p lague  was w id esp read  w ith  
la rg e  num bers o f d e a th s  b e in g  re c o rd e d  th ro u g h o u t th e  whole o f 
w e s te rn  Europe, In E ngland, a  d e c re a se  o f  p o p u la tio n  h a s  been
re c o g n ise d  from  co m p ariso n s o f th e  Lay S ubsidy  r e tu r n s  o f 1327, 1334 
and 1377, The p lague  became endem ic in  th e  l a t t e r  h a l f  o f th e  c e n tu ry  
and i t  i s  now th o u g h t to  have become an  u rb an , r a th e r  th a n  a r u r a l ,  
problem  re tu r n in g  on a r e g io n a l  b a s i s  and in te n s i f ie d  by crow ded
c o n d it io n s  and co n ta g io n  (B ridbury , 1973, 577 -591 , Bean, 1962 /3 , 435, 
Baker and  H arley , 1969, 6 9 -7 1 ), The B lack D eath was d if fu s e d  in to  
S om erse t th ro u g h  th e  p o r t s  and i t s  e f f e c t s  l a s te d  f o r  some s ix
m onths. W ills  and r a p id  changes in  e c c l e s i a s t i c a l  b e n e f ic e s  and 
p u b lic  o f f ic e s  s u g g e s t  v e ry  h ig h  m o r ta l i ty  le v e ls  in  b o th  tow n and
co u n try  (D ilk s, 1927, 2 2 -2 3 , B a tes  H arb in , 1917, 110, C h a r te r , 1910, 
8 6 -9 6 ),
Somewhat s u r p r i s in g ly  th e  p lag u e  p roduced  on ly  v e ry  m inor a r e a l  
e f f e c t s  in  some v i l l a g e s  where new te n a n ts  came fo rw ard  to  occupy 
v a c a n t h o ld in g s . C ourt r o l l s  c o n ta in  some r e p o r t s  o f n e g le c t  in  th e  
r u r a l  a r e a s  o f S om erse t b u t, in  c e n t r a l  S om erse t a t  l e a s t ,  th e  
docum entary  ev id en ce  show s t h a t  th e  re c o v e ry  in  c u l t iv a t io n  began 
w ith in  a v e ry  few y e a rs  o f  th e  f i r s t  p lague  (Page, 1911, 2 9 0 ), One 
in v e s t ig a t io n  h a s  found t h a t  f i f t y  f in e s  were p a id  by new te n a n t s  in  
th e  sm a ll v i l l a g e  o f Chedzoy n e a r  B rid g w a te r d u rin g  th e  two y e a rs  
fo llo w in g  1349 (B ates H arb in , 1917, 110). E xam ination  o f th e  r e c o rd s
o f a n o th e r  m anor r e v e a ls  t h a t ,  even when s ix t y - th r e e  ou t o f one-
h u n d re d -a n d - f i f ty  o ccu p an ts  o f h o ld in g s  had d ied , new te n a n ts  soon 
came fo rw ard  (C h a rte r , 1910, 8 6 -9 6 ). R ecen tly , i t  h a s  been su g g e s te d  
t h a t  a  la rg e  number o f  th e  la n d le s s  poo r, in c lu d in g  c o t t a r s  w ith  only  
ve ry  sm a ll  p lo t s  o f  lan d , m ust have com prised  th e  lo w e s t le v e l  o f
r u r a l  s o c ie ty  and t h a t  th e s e  peo p le  m ust have ta k e n  th e s e  new 
o p p o r tu n i t ie s  to  o b ta in  h o ld in g s  (B ridbury , 1973, 5 9 1 ). In a d d it io n ,
i t  does seem t h a t  e x i s t in g  te n a n ts ,  p e rh a p s  w ith  read y  c a sh , to o k  th e
o p p o r tu n i t ie s  c re a te d  by h ig h  m o r ta l i ty  le v e ls  to  g a in  more lan d . The 
con tem porary  r e p o r t s  do n o t s t a t e  w hether th e s e  men w ere la n d le s s  
p e a s a n ts  o r  e s ta b l is h e d  p e a s a n t  fa rm e rs  an x io u s  to  e n la rg e  t h e i r  
h o ld in g s .
C o n d itio n s  on some m anors a t ,  l e a s t ,  d id  n o t change im m edia te ly  
a f t e r  1349, and new te n a n ts  were w il l in g  to  a c c e p t a d m iss io n  to  
v i l le in a g e  even w ith  feu d a l s e rv ic e s .  C ourt r o l l s  f o r  a  tim e  rec o rd e d  
some in c re a s e  in  m an o ria l dues and f in e s .  I t  h a s  been su g g e s te d  t h a t  
th e s e  new te n a n ts  were an x io u s  to  o b ta in  p lo t s  v a c a n t a f t e r  th e  p lague  
on any c o n d it io n s  (C h a rte r , 1910, 96, Page, 1911, 291, B a te s  H arb in , 
1917, 8 9 -1 1 2 ), I n f la t io n  became a  problem  d u rin g  th e  l a t e r  fo u r te e n th  
c e n tu ry , r e s u l t in g  from  a  s h o r ta g e  o f lab o u r and r i s i n g  w ages, l in k e d , 
a s  th e  a c re a g e  o f a ra b le  lan d  d e c re a se d , to  in c re a s in g  g r a in  p r ic e s .  
Some m anors managed to  c o n tin u e  in  th e  custom ary  way u n t i l  th e  l a t t e r  
p a r t  o f th e  c e n tu ry , s u s ta in in g  t h e i r  incom es by h ig h e r  r e n t s  and 
p r ic e s .  On th e  o th e r  hand, th e  m an o ria l a c co u n ts  show t h a t  some 
la n d h o ld e rs , th o se  com peten t and a b le  to  a d a p t to  new c o n d it io n s ,  were 
p ro sp e r in g . In o th e r  c a s e s ,  a t t i t u d e s  o f mind in c a p a b le  o f a c c e p tin g  
and a d ju s t in g  to  th e  f a c t s  o f lo s s  o f  feu d a l r i g h t s  a r e  re v e a le d , 
demesne p r o f i t s  were s e r io u s ly  reduced  and on th e s e  o c c a s io n s  
a t te m p ts  were made to  fo rc e  te n a n ts  to  perfo rm  s e r v ic e s  r a t h e r  th a n  
pay th e  h ig h e r  wage r a t e s  demanded. These a tte m p ts  to  e n fo rc e  fe u d a l
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r i g h t s  o f lab o u r, to g e th e r  w ith  e f f o r t s  to  f i x  a  maximum wage (as , f o r  
exam ple, in  th e  S ta tu te  o f L abou rers , 1351), caused  much re se n tm e n t 
and a re  th o u g h t by some w r i te r s  to  be a  m ajor cause  o f  s o c ia l  r e v o l t  
(B ridbury , 1973, 5 8 2 -8 5 , B u tlin , 1978, 126, P o lla rd , 1972, 5 5 3 -6 6 ), At 
t h i s  tim e , th e  m o n a s te r ie s  were in  f in a n c ia l  d i f f i c u l t i e s  and t h e i r
e s t a t e s  were am ongst th e  l a s t  to  abandon t r a d i t i o n a l  m an o ria l 
s e rv ic e s .  In consequence, p o p u la r  f e e l in g  a g a in s t  th e  r e l ig io u s
h ouses, in  p a r t i c u l a r ,  was to  become h e ig h te n ed . The r i o t s  o f 1381 in  
B rid g w a te r and W elling ton  a re  a t t r ib u t e d  p r in c ip a l ly  t o  a  lo c a l
re se n tm e n t and a n t i - r e l i g i o u s  s e n tim e n ts  (D ilk s , 1927, 2 5 -2 6 , Page,
1911, 2 9 2 ),
The p r e v a i l in g  t r e n d s  to w ard s  th e  r e n t in g  o f in d ep en d en t u n i ts  
o f lan d  and th e  com m utation o f lab o u r s e r v ic e s  by a  y e a r ly  fe e  was in  
e x is te n c e  long  b e fo re  th e  a r r i v a l  o f th e  p lag u e  b u t th e  o p p o r tu n i t ie s  
to  o b ta in  freedom  o f  ch o ic e  had been in c re a s e d  by th e  sudden  d e c re a se  
in  p o p u la tio n  and th e  en su in g  econom ic and s o c ia l  chan g es. As i t  was 
to  tu rn  ou t, in  th e  long  run  th e  p e a s a n try  were a b le  to  o b ta in  
h o ld in g s  f o r  r e n t  and to  w ithdraw  t h e i r  lab o u r from  th e  demesne. 
F lo ck s  o f sheep , a s  w ell a s  lan d , cou ld  be le a se d  from  la n d h o ld e rs  and 
t h i s  enab led  te n a n ts  to  make s u b s ta n t i a l  p r o f i t s .  T h is  sy s te m  was to  
grow r a p id ly .  L an d h o ld ers  found money to  be o f more use to  them  th a n  
u n w illin g  w o rk ers  so , p a r t i c u l a r ly  a f t e r  th e  d is tu rb a n c e s  in  1381, 
dem esnes were d iv id e d  and  le a se d , o r  tu rn e d  to  sh eep  fa rm in g  -  a  lan d  
usage which d id  n o t r e q u ire  v e ry  much lab o u r, b u t which b ro u g h t in  
money a s  read y  c a sh  from  wool c o n t r a c t s  (Page, 1911, 2 9 3 -9 5 , Dunning, 
1974, 44 & 1978, 15),
The m an o ria l s t r u c tu r e  n ev er rec o v e red  from  th e  u p r is in g s  and 
d is tu rb a n c e s  o f  1381 (H ilton , 1973, 130-70 , 2 2 2 -2 5 ), By th e  end o f 
th e  f i f t e e n th  c e n tu ry , m ost demesne la n d , even on abbey e s t a t e s ,  was 
re n te d  (Dunning, 1978, 15), and by 1450 a l l  dem esnes w ere l e t  to
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te n a n ts  even on th e  m anor o f C an te rb u ry  (De Boulay, 1964 /5 , 443). 
T h is  s in g le  developm ent i s  re c o g n ise d  a s  one o f th e  m ain f a c to r s  
lea d in g  in  th e  d i r e c t io n  o f  an e v e n tu a l f u l l  c a sh  economy, a  chang ing  
p a t t e r n  o f  lan d h o ld in g  and th en  to  a  c a p i t a l i s t  c l a s s  sy s tem  (Power, 
1941, 47, 122, C an to r, 1982, 2 0 ) . At th e  end o f  th e  p re v io u s  c h a p te r  
B re n n e r 's  h y p o th e s is  co n c ern in g  th e  r e l a t io n s h ip  betw een c la s s  
s t r u c tu r e  and th e  n a tu re  o f lo n g -te rm  incom e and econom ic g row th  was 
no ted  (B renner, 1976, 36; s e e  above p. 5 6 ) . The g row ing  power o f th e  
sm a ll in d ep en d en t fa rm e rs , t r a d e r s  and i n d u s t r i a l i s t s  m eant t h a t ,  in  
th e  fo u r te e n th  c e n tu ry , changes were o c c u rr in g  in  th e  c l a s s  s t r u c tu r e s  
and in  th e  econom ic sy stem  a s  i t  was to  be known to  fu tu re  
g e n e ra tio n s .
One in te r p r e ta t io n  o f custom s r e c o rd s  h a s  shown t h a t ,  over th e  
whole c o u n try , r e c u r r e n t  ep idem ics  o f  p lag u e  had an  a d v e rs e  e f f e c t  on 
th e  t r a d e  in  wool and w oollen c lo th  d u r in g  th e  fo u r te e n th  c e n tu ry , and 
on th e  p r o s p e r i ty  o f  tow ns, w ith  co n seq u en t low er r e n t s  and wages 
(Bean, 1962Y3, 4 2 3 ). l e v e r th e le s s ,  d e s p i te  o c c a s io n a l r e c e s s io n s ,  p o r t  
and custom s r e c o rd s  show t h a t  w oollen  t e x t i l e s  were to  become an  
in d u s try  o f m ajor n a t io n a l  im p o rtan ce  betw een 1350 and th e  1550s. 
The p r in c ip a l  p ro d u c in g  c o u n tie s  -  S u ffo lk , Y o rk sh ire , S om erse t and 
G lo u c e s te rs h ire  -  a r e  re v e a le d  in  th e  A lnage a c c o u n ts  (C arus-W ilson  & 
Coleman, 1963, 239, A t th i l l ,  1955, 24, Lloyd, 1977, 115). The w oollen 
in d u s try  in  th e  c e n t r a l  S om erse t a re a  reach ed  a  peak  o f  p ro d u c tio n  in  
th e  l a t e  f i f t e e n th  c e n tu ry , and  th e  p o r t  o f B rid g w a te r, ra n k in g  tw e lf th  
in  England a s  a  t e x t i l e  e x p o rtin g  p o r t  in  1420, han d led  i t s  g r e a t e s t  
volume o f  c lo th  in  1481/2 . The c lo th  p ro d u c tio n  o f S om erse t was 
am ongst th e  h ig h e s t  in  England w ith  a y e a r ly  o u tp u t o f 10000 c lo th s ,  
e q u a llin g  t h a t  o f  Y o rk sh ire  and S u ffo lk  in  1468 ( A t th i l l ,  1955, 24, 
Lloyd, 1977, 115). Taunton, V i l l i to n ,  B rid g w a te r, B ru ton , W ells,
D unste r, and P o rlo ck  had a l l  been developed  a s  t e x t i l e  c e n t r e s  a s  w ell
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a s  th e  v i l l a g e s  o f Croscombe and Wookey (Dunning, 1978, 18 ,21).
L angpo rt was e s p e c ia l ly  n o t ic e a b le  f o r  th e  g row th  o f i t s  t e x t i l e  
in d u s try  and t r a d e  a t  t h i s  tim e  (Page, 1911, 294, Dunning, 1974, 16- 
19). The main c lo th  p ro d u c in g  a r e a s  a t  th e  peak  o f th e  t r a d e  a re  
in d ic a te d  on F ig u re  11.
The economy o f th e s e  tow ns was te m p o ra r ily  a f f e c te d  by th e  h ig h  
le v e ls  o f m o r ta l i ty  c re a te d  by th e  p lague . In consequence, B rid g w a te r 
borough re c o rd s  r e p o r te d ' s h o r ta g e s  o f  lab o u r f o r  in d u s try  and b u ild in g  
w orks, and i t  a p p e a rs  t h a t  h ig h  wage r a t e s  a t t r a c t e d  w orkers  from  th e  
v i l l a g e s  to  meet th e  lo c a l  needs (D ilk s , 1927, 24, B rid b u ry , 1973, 57 7 - 
91 ).
But th e r e  i s  ev idence  on which to  base  a much more o p t im is t ic  
view o f econom ic c o n d it io n s  in  th e  f i f t e e n th  c e n tu ry . In p a r t  t h i s  i s  
e v id e n t in  th e  re b u ild in g  o f  town houses and  c h u rch es  w ith in  a  few 
y e a rs  o f  th e  end ing  o f th e  B lack  D eath (P evsner, 1958). In c re a se s  
were no ted  in  in d u s try  and t r a d e  and in  th e  developm ent o f  s p e c i a l i s t  
in d u s t r ie s  such  a s  p u lp  and g ig  m il ls ,  f u l l in g ,  and woodworking 
(B lanchard , 1970, 4 2 0 ). In c e n t r a l  S om erse t, lo c a l  s o u rc e s , borough 
re c o rd s  and C lose R o lls , i n d ic a te  t h a t  m ost o f th e  tow ns, a p a r t  from  
th o s e  a lre a d y  n o ted  in  d e c lin e  (see  F ig u re  7, page 33) co n tin u e d  to  
f lo u r is h .  P o r ts  were busy , w ith  sh ip m e n ts  o f c lo th ,  w ine, wood, s a l t  
i ro n  and c o a l. P ro p e rly  o rg a n ise d  m arke t c e n tr e s  had re p la c e d  many 
lo c a l  spasm odic  f a i r s ,  and sm a ll  in d u s t r ie s  such  a s  g lo v e  m aking, 
ropew orks, w ickerw ork and q u a rry in g  w ere o f g row ing  im p o rtan ce  (Page, 
1911, 2 9 3 -9 8 , Dunning, 1978, 1 9 -2 1 ). D uring t h i s  p e r io d  o f  r e l a t i v e  
and in c re a s in g  p r o s p e r i ty  th e  B rid g w a te r town a u th o r i t i e s ,  f o r  
in s ta n c e , were a b le  to  s t a r t  a  m ajor r e b u ild in g  program m e on th e  
church  s p i r e  in  1367 d e s p i te  r e p o r te d  lab o u r s h o r ta g e s  and  h ig h  wage 
r a t e s .  The lo c a l  a rc h iv e s  a t  l e a s t  c o n ta in  no h in t  o f t r o u b le s  a r i s in g  
from  d is tu rb a n c e  o r  war. M oreover, B rid g w a te r  i s  an exam ple o f th e
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tow ns which had managed to  in c o rp o ra te  nearby  m anors and sm a ll 
s e t t le m e n ts  and th e  borough m arke t re p la c e d  lo c a l  f a i r s .  (D ilk s , 1927, 
24 and 1938, 330, 338, 440).
Evidence o f p r o s p e r i ty  th ro u g h o u t th e  coun ty  can  be seen  from  a 
s tu d y  o f  la y  w ea lth  (from  exchequer r e tu r n s  o f ta x e s ,  and  p ro b a te  
r e c o rd s  in  England) betw een 1334 and  1515 when, in  te rm s  o f r e a l  
w ea lth , S om erse t ro s e  from  t h i r d  in  ra n k  o f c o u n tie s  in  1334 to  f i r s t  
in  1515 (S c h o fie ld , 1965, 4 8 3 -5 1 0 ). In common w ith  Devon and  C ornw all 
th e  coun ty  showed an  in c re a s e  in  w ea lth  o f more th a n  fo u r  hundred  p e r  
c e n t over th e  two c e n tu r ie s .  The Vi c t o r i a  County H is to ry  s t a t e s  t h a t  
w h i ls t  th e  fo u r te e n th  c e n tu ry  r e c o rd s  re v e a l  a  w id esp read  d is c o n te n t  
th e r e  e x is te d  l i t t l e  ev id en ce  o f a c tu a l  p o v e rty ; h ig h  wages and good 
p r ic e s  f o r  p roduce co n tin u ed  u n t i l  th e  end o f th e  c e n tu ry  (Page, 1911, 
292).
The a v a i l a b i l i t y  o f rea d y  c a sh  and th e  e x p e c ta tio n  o f p r o f i t  
r e s u l te d  in  renew ed a c t i v i t y  in  lan d  re c la m a tio n  and a s s a r t i n g  o f 
m arg in a l lan d . L ow -ly ing  a re a s  in  th e  P a r r e t t  and Iv e l v a l le y s  n e a r  
L angport and around  G las to n b u ry  were d ra in e d  by th e  abbey a u th o r i t i e s  
and th e  lan d  was used f o r  sh eep  p a s tu r e  (W illiam s, 1970, 40, 8 2 -8 4 , 
F ig . 12 below, p 6 4 ). The th r iv in g  wool and c lo th  in d u s t r ie s
encouraged  th e  keep ing  o f  sheep  w ith  long  te rm  consequences which 
were m a n ife s t p r in c ip a l ly  in  th e  re d u c tio n  o f  a ra b le  c u l t iv a t io n  and 
in  th e  e n c lo su re  o f w aste  and common f i e ld s .  A s u rg e  o f i n t e r e s t  in  
e n c lo su re  was a p p a re n t in  th e  e a r ly  f i f t e e n th  c e n tu ry , and a g a in  
to w ard s  th e  end o f t h a t  c e n tu ry , when th e  "hunger" f o r  more lan d
in c re a s e d  (T h irsk , 1964, 3 -2 5 , B e re sfo rd , 1954, 146). The e n c lo su re  
movement b ro u g h t some new b e n e f i t s  f o r  v i l l a g e r s  when w ith  la n d lo rd s
th e y  ag reed  t h a t  rec la im ed  m arsh lan d  was to  be a l lo c a te d  on th e  b a s i s
o f th e  num bers o f  l iv e s to c k  owned (T h irsk , 1967, 74, and  C o ss in g to n  
P a r is h  R eco rds). In a d d it io n , th e  im provem ents in c lu d ed  work on s e a
63
d e fen ces  fo llo w in g  f lo o d in g  (S co tt-H o lm es, 1896, 151, 161, 166, 409). 
The ap p o in tm en t o f  an o f f i c i a l  body, th e  C om m issioners o f  Sew ers, to  
ov e rsee  d ra in a g e  a c t i v i t i e s ,  in d ic a te s  a  new c e n t r a l  governm ent 
i n t e r e s t  in  such  w orks.
A ll th e s e  a c t i v i t i e s  a c c e n tu a te d  econom ic d i f f e re n c e s  betw een th e
s o c ia l  c la s s e s .  The freedom  o f a c tio n  and th e  a v a i l a b i l i t y  o f lan d
f o r  o b ta in in g  o r  e n la rg in g  h o ld in g s  r e s u l te d  in  in c re a s e d  w ealth  f o r
th o se  who had th e  o p p o r tu n i t ie s  and  d r iv e .  P e a s a n ts  who had o b ta in e d
good demesne lan d  were a b le  to  make p r o f i t s ,  a c q u ire  more lan d  and
advance th em se lv e s  on th e  s o c ia l  s c a le .  Those who had no c a p i t a l  and,
p e rh a p s , l i t t l e  i n i t i a t i v e ,  soon f e l l  beh ind . I t  i s  th o u g h t t h a t  th e
p a t t e r n  o f la rg e , in d ep en d en t h o ld in g s  began a t  t h i s  tim e , c o in c id in g
w ith  th e  em ergence o f  th e  new r u r a l  c la s s e s  o f yeomen and husbandmen
(C antor, 1982, 2 0 ). The le s s e e  o f  lan d  was n o t n e c e s s a r i ly  a p e a sa n t:
lan d  was o b ta in e d  (and used f o r  p r o f i t )  by th o s e  who had made money
and were on th e  lookou t f o r  new in v e s tm e n ts . The m idd le  c la s s e s ,
a lre a d y  e x is t in g  in  th e  p re v io u s  c e n tu ry  b u t o f  l e s s  s ig n i f ic a n c e ,
were g row ing  f a s t  (E lton , 1962, 239 ): s o  m i l le r s ,  town b u rg e s s e s ,
t r a d e r s ,  wool and c lo th  m erch an ts  and m iddlem en a l l  a c q u ire d  lan d  and
farm ed, o r  le a se d  i t  t o  o th e r s  (C an tor, 1982, 22, B u tlin , 1978, 139,
T h irsk , 1964, 3 -2 5 ) . On th e  l a r g e r  fa rm in g  u n i ts  a  m ixed fa rm in g
economy w ith  v a r ie d  c ro p s  and l iv e s to c k  b ro u g h t b e t t e r  r e tu r n s  
(T h irsk , 1967, 7 2 -7 4 ).
The w e ste rn  p a r t  o f c e n t r a l  S om erse t, w est o f th e  R iv er P a r r e t t ,  
a p p e a rs  to  have been th e  f i r s t  a re a  to  be a f f e c te d  by th e  e n c lo su re  
movement. Here, a s  in  n e ig h b o u rin g  p a r t s  o f Devon, th e  a r a b le  lan d  
may n ev er have been in  la r g e  f i e l d s  because  o f th e  n a tu re  o f  th e  
t e r r a i n  and th e  many sm a ll s e p a r a te  s e t t le m e n ts .  Some s c h o la r s  have 
concluded  t h a t  th e  whole o f t h i s  w e s te rn  re g io n  had been e n c lo se d  in to  
sm a ll f i e l d s  much e a r l i e r  and c e r t a in ly  by th e  end o f th e  f i f t e e n th
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c e n tu ry  ( i h i r s k , 1967, 73, Fox, 1975, 199), E lsew here in  th e  coun ty  
e n c lo su re  o f a ra b le  and  common lan d  led  to  c o m p la in ts  abou t l o s s  o f 
em ployment and g ra z in g  r i g h t s ,  and, to w a rd s  th e  end o f th e  f i f t e e n th  
c e n tu ry , th e  c o n tin u in g  demand f o r  wool r e s u l te d  in  a  s e v e re  s h o r ta g e  
o f lan d  and a f u r th e r  a c c e le r a t io n  o f e n c lo su re  (Page, 1911, 2 9 8 ), By 
t h i s  d a te  i t  was c le a r  t h a t  th e  t r e n d  to w a rd s  more e n c lo su re  o f lan d  
was h av in g  s e r io u s  e f f e c t s  on th e  low er c la s s e s ,  p a r t i c u l a r ly  a s  many 
la b o u re rs , so  d e s c r ib e d  a s  'f r e e ,  b u t p o o r ',  now began to  e x p e rien c e  
a c u te  p o v e rty . (Sm ith, Cook & H utton, 1970, 117). The re c o rd s  show 
t h a t  p e a sa n t fa rm e rs  were f o rc ib ly  moved o f f  a ra b le  lan d  t h a t  was now 
re q u ire d  f o r  e x te n s iv e  p a s to r a l  fa rm in g  o r  f o r  th e  la y in g  ou t o f 
p r iv a te  p a rk s  and c o u n try  e s ta t e s ,  W idespread d i s t r e s s  was b ro u g h t 
on s m a llh o ld e rs  by t h e i r  lo s s  o f  g ra z in g  r i g h t s  -  th e  sam e r i g h t s  and 
custom s t h a t  had been th e  s u b je c t  o f  much d is c u s s io n  and  c o n te n tio n  
e a r l i e r .  Those who had become d e s t i t u t e  o r  who had l o s t  t h e i r  
custom ary  g ra z in g  r i g h t s  became more and more im p o v erish ed  s o  
c o n tr ib u t in g  to  th e  grow ing  d r i f t  o f  peo p le  from  th e  c o u n try s id e  to  
th e  tow ns. Many ac co u n ts  o f d is c o n te n t ,  o f p o v e rty  and o f  n e g le c te d  
h o ld in g s  and d i tc h e s  can be found in  th e  c o u r t  r o l l s  (Hobhouse, 1890, 
X V , Page, 1911, 292, 296 ).
R ural d e p o p u la tio n  and m ig ra tio n  were to  become c o n tin u in g  
prob lem s d u r in g  th e  f i f t e e n th  and s ix te e n th  c e n tu r ie s .  The g row ing  
ch o ru s  o f c o m p la in ts  led  e v e n tu a lly  to  th e  a b o r t iv e  A cts o f  P a r lia m e n t 
o f 1489, 1515, and 1516, in te n d e d  to  s to p  th e  abandonm ent o f  h o ld in g s  
and m ass iv e  o u t-m ig ra tio n  from  th e  v i l l a g e s  (T h irsk , 1964, 3 -2 5 , & 
1967, 207-11  & 2 1 7 -1 9 , W illiam s, 1970, 4 5 -5 6 , 91 ,B rid b u ry , 1974, 540, 
Page, 1911, 304, B e re sfo rd , 1954, 146).
The d e s e r t io n  o f v i l l a g e s  and th e  d e p o p u la tio n  o f th e  c o u n try s id e  
d u rin g  th e  l a t e r  fo u r te e n th , f i f t e e n th  and s ix te e n th  c e n tu r ie s  h a s  been 
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Sm is
• Major settlements so far located (many minor sites not marked)
F i g .  1 2 .  L o c a t i o n  o f  s h r u n k e n  o r  d e s e r t e d  s e t t l e m e n t s
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abandoned o r  sh ru n k en  v i l l a g e s  in  S om erse t, and  a t  th e  tim e  o f w r i t in g  
much work i s  in  p r o g re s s  in  an a tte m p t to  lo c a te  and d a te  fo rm er 
s e t t le m e n ts  (A ston & Burrow, 1982, 119- 132). The p r in c ip a l  s i t e s  
id e n t i f ie d  so  f a r  in  c e n t r a l  S om erse t a re  shown on F ig u re  12 (A ston, 
1982, 132, F ig . 13,11) b u t th e  p ic tu r e  m ust s t i l l  be f a r  from  com plete . 
R ecent s tu d ie s  have shown t h a t  n o t a l l  v i l l a g e s  were d e s e r te d  s im p ly  
due to  th e  e n c lo su re  o f lan d  f o r  sh eep  fa rm in g , e je c tio n  o f v i l l a g e r s ,  
o r  because  o f th e  in c id e n c e  o f th e  p lague . Many d i f f e r e n t  re a s o n s  a re  
now a p p a re n t:  some h a m le ts  were r e s i t e d  on ly  a s h o r t  d i s ta n c e  away 
from  t h e i r  o r ig in a l  lo c a t io n s ,  f o r  in s ta n c e ,  Crandon n e a r  B rid g w a te r. 
The re a s o n s  f o r  t h i s  s o r t  o f movement a re  o f te n  unknown and may 
r e f l e c t  b e h a v io u ra l f a c to r s .  In th e  c a se  o f Crandon and th e  nearby  
abandoned v i l l a g e s  o f H orsey and Crook, b o th  s i t e d  on le v e l  ground 
a d ja c e n t to  th e  f lo o d  p la in  o f th e  R iv er P a r r e t t ,  th e  c au se  may have 
been th e  w orsen ing  c lim a te  and f lo o d in g  d u rin g  th e  f i f t e e n th  and 
s ix te e n th  c e n tu r ie s  -  b u t i t  i s  n o t y e t  p o s s ib le  to  o f f e r  a  f u l ly  
c o n c lu s iv e  e x p la n a tio n  (A ston, 1985. 9 -1 0 ) . Some o b s e rv e r s  now
conclude  t h a t  th e  p r in c ip a l  c a u se s  r e l a t e  to  a  slow  d e c lin e , due 
p r in c ip a l ly  to  c o n tin u ed  o u t-m ig ra tio n  to  th e  tow ns (B e re s fo rd  & 
H u rst. 1971, Dyer, 1982, 19).
In a d d it io n  to  grow ing  r u r a l  p rob lem s, o r , p e rh a p s , p a r t l y
because  o f th e s e  and th e  in f lu x  o f  v i l l a g e r s  se ek in g  w ork, some
w r i te r s  se e  a  g e n e ra l  slum p in  th e  economy o f th e  m id - f i f te e n th
c e n tu ry : tow ns now app eared  l e s s  p ro sp e ro u s  because  o f  w ars  a t  home 
and ab ro ad ; income had been l o s t  from  c o rn  m ark e ts  becau se  fa rm e rs  
had changed  over to  c o n c e n tra te  on l iv e s to c k  p ro d u c tio n ; and  t e x t i l e  
m anu factu re  and e x p o r ts  had been reduced  (C an tor, 1982, 188). T h is  
a p p a re n t d e c lin e  in  t r a d e  and p r o s p e r i ty  h a s  been l in k e d  to  th e  
a p p a re n t gap in  new church  b u i ld in g s  betw een 1425 and  1475 (P o stan , 
1973, 4 3 -4 6 ). B rid g w ate r com plained  to  th e  Grown in  th e  m id - f i f te e n th
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c e n tu ry  abou t reduced  revenue and e x c e s s iv e  ta x a t io n ,  b u t t h e i r  p le a  
was n o t su p p o rte d  by a  Com m ission. I t  i s  o f i n t e r e s t ,  how ever, t h a t  
th e  town a p p a re n tly  g a in e d  some a d v a n ta g e s  from  i t s  c o m p la in ts  
because , su b se q u e n tly , th e  u rban  a re a  was e n la rg e d  w ith  new burgages 
f o r  r e n t in g  and , a s  a  r e s u l t ,  a  new c h a r t e r  was g ra n te d  w ith  p ro v is io n  
fo r  th e  e le c t io n  o f a  m ayor (D ilk s , 1927, 3 0 -3 2 , 1938, x ix -x x , & 99, & 
1946, x i ,  x i i i ,  1445, & 1945).
O v e ra ll, how ever, i t  i s  c le a r  t h a t  th e  coun ty  o f Som erset 
in c re a s e d  in  p r o s p e r i ty  d u rin g  th e  fo u r te e n th  and f i f t e e n th  c e n tu r ie s . 
Much more e m p ir ic a l  r e s e a rc h  i s  s t i l l  re q u ire d  b e fo re  a  f u l l e r  
u n d e rs ta n d in g  can  be reach ed  o f th e  d i s t r ib u t io n  o f t h i s  w ea lth  over 
sp a ce  and tim e. N e v e r th e le s s , some c o n c lu s io n s  can  be draw n a t  th e  
p re s e n t  tim e. B rid g w a te r borough a rc h iv e s  and th e  w i l l s  o f th e  more 
p ro sp e ro u s  in h a b i ta n ts  in d ic a te  grow ing  m a te r ia l  p o s s e s s io n s  and 
p ro p e r ty  in  th e  town and in  th e  su rro u n d in g  c o u n try s id e  (D ilk s , 1933, 
330, 338 & 1920, 7 8 -9 7 , Weaver, 1901, 1903, 1905). S u rveys conducted  
by th e  H is to r ic  B u ild in g s  Group o f th e  S om erse t A rc h a eo lo g ic a l S o c ie ty  
have re v e a le d  s to n e  b u ild in g s  o f  th e  p e r io d  in  many o f th e  v i l l a g e s  in  
c e n t r a l  S om erse t. These c o n tin u in g  r e s e a rc h e s  sh o u ld  p ro v id e  us w ith  
much more in d i r e c t  ev id en ce  o f th e  t e r r i t o r i a l  d i s t r i b u t io n  o f  w ealth  
w ith in  th e  coun ty  (W illiam s & G ilso n , 1977, 5 5 -6 6 , H osk ins, 1955, 4 4 - 
59, G ilso n , 1985, 1 2 9 -3 9 ). In  1535 Leland n o ted  t h a t  th e  tow ns o f 
S om erse t were " fu l l  o f  s to n e  b u ild in g s "  (Leland in  T oulm in-S m ith , 1964, 
4 4 -5 9 ). D e ta iled  lo c a l  f i e l d  su rv e y s  w il l  re v e a l  t r a c e s  o f  in d u s try  in  
th e  form  o f m ill  r a c e s ,  w e irs  and w eav ers ' h o u ses, and  c a rv in g s  in  
wood o r  s to n e  on houses; and th e  g ran d e u r o r  o th e rw is e  o f th e  
ch u rch es  o f f e r s  in d ic a t io n s  a s  to  th e  r e l a t i v e  im p o rtan ce  o f m edieval 
in d u s try  and th e  g e n e ra l  p r o s p e r i ty  o f p a r t i c u l a r  l o c a l i t i e s .
A f u r th e r  in d ic a t io n  o f  th e  d i s t r ib u t io n  o f s u rp lu s  w ea lth  in  
c e n t r a l  S om erse t may be o b ta in e d  from  s tu d ie s  which have been made o f
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th e  l a r g e - s c a le  r e b u ild in g  o f  ch u rc h e s  and chu rch  to w e rs  from  th e  
m id -fo u r te e n th  c e n tu ry  onw ards. Such re b u ild in g  ceased  a b ru p tly  in  
1540 when th e  m o n a s te r ie s  were d is s o lv e d  and th e  s t a t e  se iz e d  church  
p r o p e r t ie s  f o r  s e c u la r  r e d i s t r i b u t io n  (Dunning, 1978, 3 5 ) . P u b lished  
w i l l s  show t h a t  b e q u e s ts  f o r  such  ch u rch  r e p a i r s  and b u i ld in g s  ceased , 
a lm o s t e n t i r e ly ,  a t  th e  sam e tim e  (Weaver, 1905). The m ain tenance  o f 
chu rch  to w ers  and  n av es  was, o f co u rse , th e  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  o f th e  
l a i t y  o f th e  p a r i s h  and v e ry  l i t t l e  a s s i s ta n c e  was re c e iv e d  from  
a b b o ts  o r  b ish o p s , even when th e  m anor was in  t h e i r  p o s s e s s io n  
(Hobhouse, 1890, 7 8 -9 3 ) . Some com m enta to rs have s t a t e d  t h a t  th e  
money f o r  b u i ld in g  came from  th e  p r o f i t s  o f th e  w oollen  t e x t i l e  t r a d e ,  
from  th e  p r o f i t s  p roduced  by im proved m ethods o f fa rm in g  on th e  
l a r g e r  h o ld in g s  and from  th e  g e n try  and town m erch an ts . 
C hurchw ardens' a c c o u n ts  a t  th e  tim e  l i s t  m onies r a i s e d  th ro u g h  
"church  a le s "  and f a i r s  and a ls o  re c o rd  c o n t r a c t s  p la c e d  w ith  
stonem asons. C a rv in g s  and m em orials can  be found w ith  d e d ic a t io n s  to  
p r in c ip a l  b e n e fa c to r s , lo rd s  o f th e  m anor, c lo th ie r s ,  w eavers and 
m erch an ts . F o r in s ta n c e , an e f f ig y  on a tomb in  th e  ch u rch  a t  
Hunt s p i l l  i s  re g a rd e d  a s  t h a t  o f S i r  R ichard  Cogan, a  m a n o ria l lo rd  
l i s t e d  in  th e  l i s t  o f  Som erset V i l ls  a t  1315, who h e ld  a c o n s id e ra b le  
amount o f  lan d  a lo n g  th e  c o a s ta l  p la in  -  and th e  r e b u i ld in g  o f t h a t  
church  i s  d a te d  to  th e  e a r ly  fo u r te e n th  c e n tu ry . The re a s o n s  f o r  t h i s  
c o n s id e ra b le  e x p e n d itu re  o f c a sh , tim e  and e n e rg y  have been much 
d isc u s s e d  and th e r e  have been many e x p la n a tio n s  o f fe re d  in c lu d in g  
lo c a l  p a tr io t i s m , a  s t a t u s  sym bol f o r  th e  lo c a l  landow ner o r  r i c h  man, 
o r p le a s  to  r e l ig io u s  co n sc ie n ce  (Sm ith, Cook & H utton , 1970, 117).
Com prehensive d e t a i l s  o f chu rch  b u ild in g s  w ith  t h e i r  e s tim a te d  
d a te s  have been p u b lish e d  (P evsner, 1958) and , more r e c e n t ly ,  an 
a tte m p t h a s  been made, c o n c e n tra t in g  e s p e c ia l ly  on th e  ch u rc h  to w e rs  
w hich form  d i s t i n c t  g ro u p s in  S om erse t, to  p roduce  d a te d  l i s t s  o f
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F i g ,  1 3 ,  C h u r c h  t o w e r  r e b u i l d i n g  f o u r t e e n t h  t o  
s i x t e e n t h  c e n t u r i e s ( P o y n t z - W r i g h t ,  1 9 8 1 )








P P e r p e n d i c u l a r  s t y l e ,  d a t e  n o t  a g r e e d
X Little or no apparent fifteenth/sixteenth century work
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■buildings. Once assem bled  t h i s  m a te r ia l  ev idence  can  th e n  be used to  
id e n t i f y  th e  a r e a s  w ith  r e l a t i v e  h ig h  p r o s p e r i ty  a t  d i f f e r e n t  d a te s  
(P o y n tz -V rig h t, 1981, 2 1 -2 3 ). F ig u re  13 re c o rd s  th e  m ain r e s u l t s  from  
th e  a n a ly s i s  o f a l l  th e s e  su rv e y s . From t h i s  map i t  i s  c le a r  t h a t  t h a t  
th e r e  seem s to  be a  developm ent over tim e  from  n o r th  to  s o u th  in  th e  
coun ty , b u t th e r e  i s ,  a t  p r e s e n t ,  no in dependen t c o r ro b o ra t iv e  ev id en ce  
to  co n firm  t h a t  r e l a t i v e  changes in  p r o s p e r i ty  moved in  t h i s  
p a r t i c u l a r  way. Some o b s e rv e rs  conclude  t h a t  id e a s , in f lu e n c e  and 
i t i n e r a n t  c ra f tsm e n  s im p ly  moved so u th w ard s  from  G lo u c e s te rs h ire  and 
B r i s to l .
P o y n tz -V rig h t 's  m ethods have been c r i t i c i s e d  on th e  g rounds t h a t  
on ly  a  l im ite d  number o f to w e rs  were in c luded  in  th e s e  su rv e y s  and 
t h a t  i n s u f f ic i e n t  num bers o f d ia g n o s t ic  a r c h i te c tu r a l  v a r ia b le s  were 
used . M oreover, th e  g e n e ra l a ssu m p tio n  th a t  an in d iv id u a l  church  
b u ild in g  was com pleted  w ith in  a  few y e a rs  i s  now shown to  be 
in a p p ro p r ia te  in  many in s ta n c e s  (Harvey, 1982, 168). I t  i s  n o t ic e a b le , 
though, t h a t  a s  F ig u re  13 show s, th e  g ro u p s numbered 4 to  6 , d a te d  by 
P oyn tz-W righ t t o  1455-1515 , a re  m ost numerous a round  B rid g w a te r  and 
Taunton. T h is  p a r t i c u l a r  p e r io d  i s  th o u g h t to  have been th e  p e r io d  o f 
maximum p r o s p e r i ty  in  c e n t r a l  S om erse t a t  t h a t  tim e  (Dunning, 1978, 
35, H avinden, 1981, 1 2 1 -2 3 ). F ig u re  13 show s, a ls o ,  th o s e  ch u rc h e s  
where th e r e  i s  l i t t l e  o r no s tonew ork  o f th e  fo u r te e n th  and  f i f t e e n th  
c e n tu r ie s  and th e s e  a re  seen  p r in c ip a l ly  in  in la n d  s e t t le m e n ts  w hich 
have a lw ays been sm a ll, i s o la te d  and away from th e  m ajor t r a d e  ro u te s . 
These p a r t i c u l a r  ch u rch es  occur m ain ly  in  th e  w e s te rn  and  so u th e rn  
p a r t s  o f th e  s tu d y  a re a  where Tudor houses and p a rk s  p red o m in a te , a 
re g io n  o f s m a ll s e t t le m e n ts ,  m arg in a l lan d  and , a t  one tim e , w ith  many 
ro y a l  and e c c l e s i a s t i c a l  h o ld in g s  and  b u ild in g s . The re g io n a l  lo c a t io n  
o f th e s e  p a r t i c u l a r  ch u rch es  may be an  in d ic a t io n  o f p la c e s  w here f o r  
some unknown re a so n  money f o r  r e b u i ld in g  was n o t r e a d i ly  fo rth c o m in g .
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At th e  end o f th e  f i f t e e n th  c e n tu ry  th e  s o c ia l  s t r u c tu r e  o f 
c e n t r a l  S om erse t was s t i l l  p red o m in an tly  p a t r i a r c h a l  w ith  w ea lth  and 
p ro d u c tio n  c o n tro l le d  by th o s e  who h e ld  p ro p e r ty  o r  lan d , o r  p o sse s se d  
rea d y  c a sh . Those w ith  lan d , th e  e n tre p re n e u rs  and th e  w ealthy  
b o u rg e o is ie  form ed an o pposing  fo rc e  to  th e  la b o u re rs  and th e  la n d le s s  
(H ilton , 1973, 2 3 2 -3 5 ). I t  seem s v e ry  l ik e ly  t h a t ,  in  th e  c lim a te  o f 
o p in io n  o f th e  day th e r e  was no r e a l  p o l i t i c a l  w i l l  t o  c h a lle n g e  th e  
g row th  o f th e  c a p i t a l i s t  economy and  t h i s  was to  have s e r io u s  
r e s u l t a n t  consequences f o r  r u r a l  a r e a s  and th e  w orking  p o p u la tio n  
^^©llfng, 1978, 1 5 1 -5 3 ). O v e ra ll, by th e  end o f th e  f i f t e e n th  c e n tu ry  
th e  p a t t e r n  o f lan d h o ld in g  and management a p p e a rs  to  have changed 
co m p le te ly , g iv in g  r i s e  to  a  new d iv is io n  o f c la s s e s ,  to  g r e a t  w ea lth  
on th e  one hand and to  th e  new p rob lem s o f a c u te  p o v e r ty  and la n d le s s  
m ig ra n ts . In o th e r  w ords, th e  g ap s  betw een th o s e  who 'h a d ' and th e  




The c lo s e  o f  th e  f i f t e e n th  c e n tu ry  h a s  been s e le c te d  a s  a  s ig n i f i c a n t  
d a te  f o r  th e  r e s e a rc h  on which t h i s  t h e s i s  i s  b a sed  because t h i s  
p a r t i c u l a r  tim e  m arks w hat h i s t o r i a n s  re c o g n is e  a s  th e  end o f  th e  
'M iddle Ages' and le a d s  to  th e  b e g in n in g s  o f  th e  m odern w orld . Even 
though th e  developm en ts, b o th  econom ic and s o c ia l ,  n o ted  in  th e  p re v io u s  
c h a p te rs  a re  seen  to  c o n tin u e , new id e a s  and in f lu e n c e s  a t  home and 
ab ro ad  in c re a s e  in  im p o rtan ce  and  th e  p ro c e s s e s  o f  change a re  
a c c e le ra te d .
P ro d u c tio n  o f  w oollen  t e x t i l e s  and th e  e x p o rt  o f  c lo th  reach ed  a  
peak a round  1500 (C ip o lla , 1976, 165, Bowden 1962, 4 5 ). The demand f o r  
w oollen  c lo th  r e s u l te d  in  many more f lo c k s  o f  sh eep  and  much more 
e n c lo su re  o f lan d  f o r  p a s tu re . In th e  c o u n try s id e , c o m p la in ts  co n tin u ed  
abou t th e s e  e n c lo s u re s  and , in  1516, th e  econom ic damage s u f f e re d  by 
sm a llh o ld e rs  became th e  s u b je c t  o f  T. M oore's U to p ia . The en la rg em en t 
o f  fa rm s and o th e r  p r o p e r t ie s  s t i l l  c o n tin u ed  b u t th e  g e n e ra l  p a t t e r n  
had become one o f  in d ep en d en t fa rm in g . In a lm o s t a l l  p a r t s  o f  S om erse t 
th e  e n c lo s u re s  o f  th e  l a t e  f i f t e e n th  c e n tu ry  r e s u l te d  in  a  la n d sc a p e  o f  
sm a ll f i e ld s ;  y e t ,  a s  some w r i te r s  p o in t  ou t, open f i e l d s  and  commons 
su rv iv e d  in  some e a s te rn  and  c e n t r a l  p a r t s  ( fo r  exam ple, W estonzoyland 
and Newton in  th e  P a r r e t t  v a lle y . Long Load n e a r  L an g p o rt and  in  th e  
s t i l l  u n d ra in ed  low lands and th e  c o a s ta l  p la in s  o f  th e  Brue v a l le y ) .  But 
th e s e  ten d ed  to  be th e  e x c e p tio n s  (T h irsk , 1967, 7 3 ) . A r e c e n t  s tu d y  o f 
th e  m edieval f i e l d s  o f  s o u th - e a s t  S om erse t conc lu d es  t h a t  th e  open f i e l d  
sy stem  , in  th e s e  d i s t r i c t s  p r o g re s s iv e ly  d i s in te g r a te d  th ro u g h o u t th e  
f i f t e e n th  and  s ix te e n th  c e n tu r ie s  (W h itfie ld , 1981, 1 7 -3 0 ). These
c o n c lu s io n s  a re  su p p o rte d , a s  we have n o tic e d  in  th e  p re v io u s  c h a p te r ,  
by L e lan d 's  r e p o r t  in  1535 when he commented t h a t  e n c lo se d  f i e l d s  s t i l l
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e x is te d  in  a l l  p a r t s  o f so u th  S om erse t and everyw here w est o f th e  R iver 
P a r r e t t  (T oulm in-Sm ith , 1964, 155, 167).
Throughout E ngland  th e  e s ta b l is h m e n t  o f th e  Tudor d y n a s ty  marked 
th e  c e s s a t io n  o f c i v i l  war and a change to w a rd s  a more s ta b le  and 
f irm e r  governm en ta l c o n tro l .  C onverse ly  in  Europe new a p p l ic a t io n s  o f 
tech n o lo g y  to  s h ip p in g  (in c lu d in g  th e  f u l l  r ig g e d  s h ip  and th e  q u a d ra n t)  
enab led  m erchan t a d v e n tu re rs  to  u n d e rta k e  voyages a c ro s s  th e  A tla n t ic  
and to  In d ia . Soon E n g lish  m erch an ts  were to  h e a r  o f th e  voyages o f 
C h r is to p h e r  Columbus, (1492), and M agellan ’s  voyage around  th e  w orld  
(1519). In consequence t h e i r  im a g in a tio n s  were soon  f i r e d  by th e  
p o s s i b i l i t i e s  o f t r a d e  and by s t o r i e s  o f 'p re c io u s  m e ta ls ' from  S p an ish  
Am erica. Im proved o v e rla n d  com m unication and by s e a  en ab led  peop le  to  
le a rn  som eth ing  o f th e  c o n d it io n s  and p rob lem s o f th e  o u ts id e  w orld . 
T ra d i t io n a l  id e a s  o f astronom y , p ro p e r ty  and  r e l ig io n  were be ing  
ch a llen g e d . The Church, in  p a r t i c u l a r ,  was accused  o f l a x i ty  and  a v a r ic e  
and, by th e  e a r ly  s ix te e n th  c e n tu ry , had l o s t  much o f i t s  e a r l i e r  
su p p o rt. In E ngland , an  i n t e r e s t  in  th e  c o n d it io n s  o f th e  c o u n try , i t s  
in h a b i ta n ts  and i t s  p r o s p e r i ty  g e n e ra te d  a number o f new to p o g ra p h ic a l  
ac co u n ts  by t r a v e l l e r s  such  a s  Leland (1535), (T oulm in-Sm ith , 1964).
By t h i s  tim e  th e  in v e n tio n  o f th e  p r in t in g  p r e s s  m ust be seen  a s  a  
m ajor f a c to r  in f lu e n c in g  th e  sp re a d  o f  in fo rm a tio n  and  th e  d i f f u s io n  o f 
new id e a s . From 1476, when Caxton commenced p r in t in g  in  E ng land , books 
and pam p h le ts  were c i r c u la te d  in  g r e a te r  num bers on many d i f f e r e n t  
s u b je c ts  in c lu d in g  s o c ia l ,  r e l ig io u s  and econom ic m a t te r s .  Books d e a lin g  
w ith  t r a v e l ,  humanism, p o e try  and dram a f lo u r is h e d  e s p e c ia l ly  in  th e  
l a t e r  p a r t  o f th e  c e n tu ry  d u r in g  th e  re ig n  o f  E liz a b e th  (E lto n , 1962, 
187, 433). In a d d it io n , S h a k e sp e a re 's  p la y s  r e f l e c t  an  in c re a s in g
p o p u la r  i n t e r e s t  in  o v e rse a s  e x p lo ra tio n  (T w elfth  N ig h t Act 3 , Scene 2 ) . 
T h is  i s  a ls o  e v id e n t in  th e  f i r s t  ap p earan ce  o f maps o f th e  New W orld 
(H akluyt, 1582, Woodward, 1975, 1 -2 ) . F u rth e rm o re , p r in t in g  made
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a v a i la b le  r e l i a b l e  c o p ie s  o f th e s e  maps red u c in g  th e  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  o f 
e r r o r  and a l t e r a t io n  in  hand copy ing . By th e  e a r ly  se v e n te e n th  c e n tu ry  
th e  grow ing o b s e ss io n  w ith  England a s  th e  home c o u n try  and i t s  t r a d e  
ro u te s  can  be o b se rv ed  in  th e  ap p earan ce  o f coun ty  and ro ad  maps 
d e l in e a t in g  th e  p r in c ip a l  o v e rlan d  r o u te s  r a d ia t in g  from  London, w ith  
much d e ta i l  on tow ns, v i l l a g e s ,  h i l l s  and b r id g e s  en ro u te  (Speed, 1611).
T h is  ev e r in c r e a s in g ly  o p t im is t ic  s i t u a t io n  m ust be viewed a s  th e  
e s s e n t ia l  background and c o n te x t to  th e  s p a t i a l  and s o c ia l  changes 
o c c u rr in g  in  th e  s ix te e n th  c e n tu ry . The so u rc e s  o f d a ta  a v a i la b le  fo r  
t h i s  p e r io d  a r e  in  some ways d i f f e r e n t  from  th o s e  o f th e  p re v io u s  
c e n tu r ie s  and t h i s ,  in  i t s e l f ,  r e f l e c t s  p r e v a i l in g  c o n d it io n s  and 
a t t i t u d e s .  F a l l in g  num bers o f  monks and p e rs o n s  in  Holy O rd ers  and 
poor management in  th e  m o n a s te r ie s  r e s u l te d  in  in ad e q u a te  e c c l e s i a s t i c a l  
re c o rd s  and th e  m o n as tic  r e g i s t e r s  c e ase  a f t e r  th e  D is s o lu tio n  o f 1535 
(W illiam s, 1970, 8 2 ) . On th e  o th e r  hand, new governm ent docum ents in  
th e  form  o f A cts o f P a r lia m e n t, r e p o r t s  o f com m issions, m u ste r r o l l s ,  
ta x  r e tu r n s  and custom s and a ln a g e  a c c o u n ts , become much more num erous. 
P a r is h  r e g i s t e r s  w ere i n s t i t u t e d  by Thomas Cromwell in  1536 b u t a  few 
su rv iv e  from  an  e a r l i e r  d a te . Borough and J u s t i c e s ’ r e c o rd s  e x i s t  and 
ch u rch w ard en s’ and o v e rs e e rs ' a c co u n ts  p ro v id e  in fo rm a tio n  f o r  th e  l a t e r  
p a r t  o f th e  c e n tu ry  (E lton , 1973, 160, & 1962, 200 ). The v a lu e s  o f 
E liz a b e th a n  E ngland , such  a s  th e  em p h asis  p lac e d  on in d iv id u a l  w ea lth , 
p ro p e r ty  and e s p e c ia l ly  lan d , i s  re v e a le d  in  th e  la r g e  volume o f 
s u rv iv in g  su rv e y s , in v e n to r ie s ,  p ro p e r ty  deeds and w i l l s  (Weaver, 1905, 
B e ttey , 1977, 5 1 -5 4 ) . In S om erse t, l i s t s  o f e n ro l le d  deeds o f  p ro p e r ty  
t r a n s a c t io n s  from  1536 onw ards have been p u b lish e d  (B ates H arb in , 1936, 
8 9 -1 1 3 ). These re c o rd  th e  t i t l e s  and o c c u p a tio n s  and re v e a l  som eth ing  
a s  to  th e  s o c ia l  s t a t u s  o f th e  p e rs o n s  in v o lv ed  -  yeoman, gen tlem an , 
k n ig h t, c lo th ie r ,  m ercer, husbandm an.
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L aM lia id ing  and management
The s i t u a t io n  e x is t in g  in  th e  e a r ly  p a r t  o f th e  c e n tu ry  was 
m a te r ia l ly  a f f e c te d  by s e v e ra l  m ajor c o n s id e ra t io n s  w hich, a s  in  England 
a s  a  whole, were to  have l a s t in g  e f f e c t s  in  c e n t r a l  S om erse t. The f i r s t  
o f th e s e  was th e  d is s o lu t io n  o f th e  m o n a s te r ie s  under Henry V III. As we 
saw in  th e  p re v io u s  c h a p te r  th e  t r a n s f e r  a n d /o r  s a le  o f  m o n astic  
p o s s e s s io n s  and , l a t e r ,  o f th e  c o n te n ts  o f c h a p e I r ie s  r e s u l te d  in  a  f a r  
re a c h in g  r e a l lo c a t io n  o f church  lan d  and p ro p e r ty  to  th e  s t a t e  and to  
p rom inen t lay  ow ners. These developm ents came abou t a s  a  consequence 
o f  m ajor s h i f t s  in  m en's id e a s  and a t t i t u d e s  to  r e l ig io n  and p ro p e r ty . 
Growing in f l a to r y  p re s s u r e s  and th e  econom ic d i f f i c u l t i e s  t h a t  th e  Tudor 
s t a t e  was b eg in n in g  to  fac e  p ro v id e d  th e  c o n te x t f o r  a l l  th e s e  r a d ic a l  
developm ents ( P la t t ,  1976, 2 1 4 -1 6 ). R e lig io u s  i n s t i t u t i o n s  f e l l  in to  
d e c lin e  and soon were to  e x p e rien c e  a  s e v e re  lo s s  o f p u b lic  s u p p o r t . The 
e c c l e s i a s t i c a l  m an o ria l sy stem  had a lre a d y  ended w ith  a lm o s t a l l  dem esne 
lan d  hav in g  been le a se d  ou t fo r  g ra z in g  by 1500 and te n a n ts  and lo c a l  
g e n try  w ere an x io u s to  o b ta in  p o s s e s s io n  o f more and more o f  t h i s  lan d  
(Dunning, 1974, 4 4 ). In 1536 some lo c a l  c o m p la in ts  and r i o t s  ab o u t th e  
c lo s u re  o f  h o s p i t a l s  and f r i a r i e s  a r e  rec o rd e d  in  S om erse t, m ain ly  from  
th o se  who s to o d  to  lo se  s h e l t e r  and c h a r i ta b le  a s s i s ta n c e ,  b u t th e s e  
p r o te s t s  were to  have no s ig n i f i c a n t  in f lu e n c e  on th e  ch an g in g  
c irc u m sta n c e s  o f th e  church . (Dunning, 1978, 3 7 ).
In S om erse t m o n astic  p ro p e r ty  was e x te n s iv e  and  th e  e x a c t  
p ro ced u res  fo r  th e  d is p o s a l  o f t h i s  p ro p e r ty  w ith  f u l l  d e t a i l s  o f  th e  
r e c ip ie n t s  a re  rec o rd e d  by Vyndham (1979, 6 5 -7 3 ). At th e  f i r s t
d i s t r ib u t io n  o f p r o p e r t ie s ,  th e  m ajor s h a re  went to  th o s e  who w ere m ost 
in f lu e n t i a l  a t  C ourt (Seymour, Duke o f S om erse t, a c q u ire d  la r g e  e s t a t e s )  
a s  w ell a s  to  o f f i c i a l s  and th e  Army. The lo c a l  r e c ip ie n t s  in c lu d e d  
ro y a l  co m m issio n ers  l iv in g  in  th e  coun ty , s h e r i f f s ,  s te w a rd s  and 
a d m in is t r a to r s  o f  abbey e s ta t e s ,  b a i l i f f s  and law y e rs . S m a lle r  p r o p e r t ie s
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were p u rch ased  by lo c a l  g e n try , yeomen, townsmen and m erc h an ts . Local 
peop le  accoun ted  f o r  n e a r ly  43 p e r  c e n t o f th e  number o f g r a n ts  o r 
p u rc h a se s , b u t t h i s  accoun ted  f o r  o n ly  18 p e r  c e n t o f th e  whole p ro p e r ty  
(Vyndham, 1979, 6 9 ). A fte r  th e  i n i t i a l  d i s t r ib u t io n ,  however, lan d
changed hands many tim es  on f o r f e i t u r e ,  a t t a in d e r ,  d e a th  o r  s a le ,  -  
g iv in g  o p p o r tu n i t ie s  f o r  en la rg em en t o f r u r a l  h o ld in g s  o r fo r  
a c q u is i t io n  o f c o u n try  p r o p e r t ie s  by tov/nsmen. The r e le a s e  o f so  much 
lan d  gave f u r th e r  o p p o r tu n i t ie s  o f a c q u ir in g  w ealth  and c a p i t a l  to  th o se  
who a lre a d y  had th e  means -  m erch an ts , sheep  fa rm e rs , c lo t h i e r s  and th e  
lo c a l  g e n try  (Dunning, 1978, 3 9 -4 0 ). A lready  by t h i s  tim e  lan d  was 
w idely  re c o g n ise d  a s  th e  b a s is  o f w ea lth  and s t a t u s .  The t r a n s f e r  o f so  
many a c re s  was to  f in a l ly  b r in g  c o n s id e ra b le  a d v a n ta g e s  to  th e  lan d  
owning c la s s e s ,  so  f ix in g  th e  s o c ia l  s t r u c tu r e  in  fav o u r o f th e  
a r i s to c r a c y  (E lton , 1962, 162, 257, B e ttey , 1977, 51, 55 , Morgan, 1979, 
48, P a l l i s e r ,  1982, 3 3 9 -3 5 3 ).
M oreover th e r e  e x is te d  a l l  th o s e  o th e r  f a c to r s  o f m ajor im p o rtan ce  
t h a t  we have a lre a d y  obse rv ed  in  p re v io u s  p e r io d s , and  th e s e  were to  
have an in c re a s in g  e f f e c t  on s o c ia l  s t r u c tu r e s .  These t r e n d s  r e s u l te d  in  
th e  p ro d u c tio n  o f a  new and in c r e a s in g ly  more d iv is iv e  c l a s s  sy s tem , 
w ith  a  w idening  gap betw een th o s e  w ith  money, lan d  and p ro p e r ty  and 
th o se  w ith o u t -  th e  b e g in n in g  o f  an i n d u s t r i a l  p r o l e t a r i a t ,  and th e  
p rob lem s a r i s in g  from  a c u te  p o v e r ty  and th e  in c re a s in g  g e o g ra p h ic a l 
m o b ility  o f th e  p o p u la tio n .
E liz a b e th a n  v i l l a g e  su rv e y s  c o n ta in  d e t a i l s  o f landow ners and lan d  
usage, d e t a i l s  a ls o  o f im provem ents in  p a s tu r e s  and g e n e ra l  f e r t i l i t y ,  
to g e th e r  w ith  r e p o r t s  o f a  p r o f i ta b l e  b ee f and s to r e  c a t t l e  in d u s try .  
The independen t fa rm e rs  now had th e  f in a n c ia l  r e s e r v e s  and  o p p o r tu n i t ie s  
to  develop  m ethods such  a s  'c o n v e r t ib le  h u sb a n d ry ' w here c ro p s  and 
s to c k  were r o ta te d  to  prom ote f e r t i l i t y  (Woodward, 1971, 3 2 3 -3 1 ). In 
S om erset, from  L e lan d 's  a c c o u n ts , i t  i s  c le a r  t h a t  th e s e  fa rm e rs  a ls o
77
produced  c ro p s  o f c o rn , b ean s, c id e r  a p p le s , f r u i t  and t e a s e l s ,  and th ey  
im ported  b ee f c a t t l e  from  I re la n d  f o r  f a t te n in g  b e fo re  d r iv in g  th e  
im proved a n im a ls  on to  m ark e ts  in  d i s t a n t  tow ns. H orses and p ig s  
fe a tu re d  in  th e  new farm  economy and in  E liz a b e th a n  E ngland sheep  were 
now valued  f o r  t h e i r  m utton w hich was s o ld  a t  m ark e ts , r a th e r  th a n , a s  
p re v io u s ly , f o r  j u s t  raw wool f o r  th e  t e x t i l e  in d u s try  (Toulm in-Sm ith, 
1964, B e ttey , 1976, 157-59 & 1979, 401 -4  , Bowden, 1962, 13, 34, 6 1 -6 2 ). 
Lord E rn ie  (1961) d a te d  th e  b e g in n in g  o f th e  E n g lish  A g r ic u ltu ra l  
R evo lu tion  to  th e  raid- e ig h te e n th  c e n tu ry  b u t many now d is a g re e  w ith  
h i s  d a tin g . These c r i t i c s  p o in t  ou t t h a t ,  even in  th e  e a r ly  s ix te e n th  
c e n tu ry , th e  s t r u c tu r e  o f a g r i c u l tu r a l  h o ld in g s  a llow ed  in d iv id u a l  
d e c is io n s  on p roduce  and management, and th a t ,  in  consequence, new id e a s  
were th en  f i r s t  a p p lie d  to  a g r ic u l tu r e  (H a rr is , 1979, 8 2 -8 9 , Woodward, 
1971, 323, T h irsk , 1967, 167). P e rh ap s th e  yeoman fa rm e r in  S om erse t 
on ly  may have re n te d  h i s  lan d ; b u t, from  p ro b a te  in v e n to r ie s ,  w i l l s  and 
p a r is h  a c c o u n ts , i t  i s  c le a r  t h a t  t h i s  c l a s s  en joyed  c o n s id e ra b le  
p r o s p e r i ty .  Indeed, th e r e  seem s to  have been s u f f i c i e n t  w ea lth  in  th e  
v i l l a g e s  and c o u n try s id e  to  en a b le  much re b u ild in g  and th e  m o d e rn isa tio n  
o f farm houses in  s to n e  d u r in g  th e  s ix te e n th  and  se v e n te e n th  c e n tu r ie s  
(H oskins, 1953, 44, McDermott, 1982, 9 7 ). Most s t r i k i n g  a r e  th e  la r g e r  
c o u n try  houses and e s t a t e s  which a re  s t i l l  to  be found, l a r g e ly  on 
p re v io u s  m o n astic  s i t e s  around  Taunton, L angpo rt and th e  Polden H i l ls  on 
lan d  t h a t  fo rm e rly  had been used  a s  ro y a l  p a rk s  a t  N orth  P e th e r to n  and 
Som erton, and on p re v io u s ly  unenc lo sed  w aste  o r  common a re a s  (and on 
th e  s i t e  o f some v i l l a g e s  such  a s  Crowcombe) in  th e  Quantock H i l ls .  
F ig u re  14, which i s  based  on th e  to p o g ra p h ic a l  d e s c r ip t io n s  o f John 
Norden and G erard  o f T re n t in  th e  e a r ly  s e v e n te e n th  c e n tu ry , show s th e  
d i s t r ib u t io n  o f th e s e  p r o p e r t ie s  in  c e n t r a l  S om erse t ( a f t e r  B a te s , 1900). 
S ig n if ic a n t  f e a tu re s  o f t h i s  s p a t i a l  d i s t r ib u t io n  w il l  be c o n s id e re d  
l a t e r ,  b u t, a t  t h i s  ju n c tu re , i t  i s  w orth  n o t ic in g  t h a t  none o f th e s e
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F i g .  1 4 .  C o u n t r y  h o u s e s  i n  t h e  e a r l y  s e v e n t e e n t h  c e n t u r y
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s u b s ta n t ia l  houses occur on th e  low lands o f th e  c o a s t  betw een 
B rid g w ate r and A xbridge ex c ep t th o s e  on th e  fo rm e r-m o n a s tic  la n d s  a t  
E a s t B ren t.
Som erse t d id  n o t e x p e rien c e  a s  much d e p o p u la tio n  and abandonm ent 
o f v i l l a g e s  a s  th e  p re v io u s ly  open f i e ld  a ra b le  p a r t s  o f th e  E n g lish  
M idlands. T h is  h a s  been a t t r ib u t e d  to  i t s  much more d iv e r s i f i e d  econom ic 
s t r u c tu r e ,  p a r t i c u l a r ly  th e  r u r a l  t e x t i l e  in d u s try  and th e  m ixed fa rm in g  
economy. M oreover, th e  demand f o r  c o rn  lan d  in  S om erse t r e v e r s e d  th e  
g e n e ra l t r e n d  to w a rd s  p a s tu re  in  th e  l a t e r  s ix te e n th  c e n tu ry  (B ettey , 
1977, 24, B e re sfo rd , 1954, 146). N e v e r th e le s s , in c id e n c e s  o f p o v e rty  and 
vag rancy  co n tin u ed  to  be re p o r te d  (Page, 1911, 304, 309. In th e  w est 
and so u th  o f  th e  a re a , how ever, th e  re c o rd s  show t h a t  b o th  c o u n try  
houses and d e s e r te d  s i t e s  e x is te d ,  though  th e  c o -e x is te n c e  o f th e s e  two 
f e a tu re s  do n o t n e c e s s a r i l ly  p rove  a c a u sa l  c o n n e c tio n  (see  F ig u re  12); 
on th e  low lands no la rg e  c o u n try  hou ses  and p a rk s  occur, b u t th e r e  do 
e x i s t  many sm a ll s e t t le m e n t  s i t e s  where th e  d a te  and re a so n  f o r  
d e s e r t io n  h a s  n o t y e t  been e s ta b l is h e d .  C le a rly  much more r e s e a rc h  on 
th e  lo c a l  c irc u m s ta n c e s , economy and lan d  m anagement i s  r e q u ire d  (A ston, 
1985, 9 -1 0 ) .
Towns and t r a d e
V id e -sp re a d  d e p re s s io n  in  t r a d e  and , in  p a r t i c u l a r ,  in  th e  t e x t i l e  
in d u s try  a f f e c te d  th e  whole o f th e  c o u n try  from  c l 530 u n t i l  th e  end o f 
th e  c e n tu ry . The p ro d u c tio n  and e x p o rt  o f w oollen  c lo th  d e c lin e d , 
a f f e c t in g  th e  g row th  o f t e x t i l e  tow ns and v i l l a g e s ,  and g iv in g  r i s e  to  
much lo s s  o f income and p o v e rty  (B renner, 1961 /2 , 232, K errid g e , 1979, 
17 ). T h is  s i t u a t io n  a ro s e  p a r t l y  th ro u g h  in f l a t i o n  caused  by w ars  and 
governm ent o v ersp en d in g  and p a r t l y  th ro u g h  fo re ig n  c o m p e titio n  from  
Spain . Bowden h a s  su g g e s te d  th a t ,  a lth o u g h  e n c lo s u re s  had  made 
p a s tu r in g  e a s ie r  w ith  th e  new b re e d s  o f  sheep  in tro d u c e d  f o r  t h e i r  long  
s ta p l e  wool f ib r e s ,  in  e f f e c t  t h i s  wool was i n f e r io r  in  q u a l i ty  and t r a d e
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had been l o s t  a g a in s t  wool from  th e  Ib e r ia n  p e n in s u la  (Bowden, 1956, 
4 4 ). T h is  view , how ever, i s  now d isp u te d ; d i r e c t  c o m p e titio n  from 
S p an ish  w oollen c lo th  and p r ic e  c u t t in g  i s  th o u g h t to  have caused  th e  
lo s s  o f  t r a d e  (Mann, 1971, 5 3 ) . In consequence many tow ns l o s t  some of 
t h e i r  p o p u la tio n  and b u i ld in g s  f e l l  in to  decay  (P.R.O. Mss HENRY V III, 
531. Leland d e s c r ib e d  d ecay ing  tow ns and b u rg ag es , p a r t i c u l a r ly  in  
B rid g w ate r, and i t  became n e c e s s a ry  to  open a lm shouses in  th e  town fo r  
th e  d e s t i t u t e  (D ilk s , 1927, 3 5 ) . But, o th e r  re a s o n s  f o r  u rb an  decay  have 
a ls o  been advanced . For exam ple, th o s e  more fa v o u ra b ly  s i tu a te d  on 
t r a d e  r o u te s  com peted w ith  o ld  e s ta b l is h e d  tow ns w ith  borough c h a r t e r s  
-  which cou ld  no lo n g e r  m a in ta in  a monopoly on t r a d e .  Towns were 
a f f e c te d  by th e  new m o b ility  -  th e  in -m ig ra tio n  o f la n d le s s  la b o u re rs  
and th e  unemployed p o p u la tio n  o f th e  su rro u n d in g  c o u n try s id e . M oreover, 
f o r  re a s o n s  o f income and s t a t u s ,  m erch an ts  tended  to  t r a n s f e r  c a p i t a l  
from  town to  c o u n try s id e  a s  houses and lan d  came on th e  open m arke t 
(B renner, 1962/3 , 273 T oulm in-S m ith , 1964, 162-63 , B rid b u ry , 1981, 1 -2 4 ) .
In c e n t r a l  S om erse t, r e p o r t s  o f decay  in  th e  h a rb o u rs  i s  
c o n tr a d ic te d  by th e  r e p o r t  o f th e  C om m issioners o f E nquiry  in to  P o r ts  in  
1559-65 (B ettey , 1976, 1 5 7 -5 9 ). These re p o r te d  i n v e s t ig a t io n s  found a 
th r iv in g  t r a d e  a t  B rid g w a te r and a t  a  number o f  s m a lle r  p o r t s  a lo n g  th e  
B r i s to l  Channel: W atchet, D unste r, P o rlo ck , K ilve, M inehead, H ighb ridge  
and A xew ater a re  named. C a t t le  im p o rts  from  Wales and from  I re la n d  f o r  
f a t te n in g  fe a tu re d  p ro m in e n tly  and i t  i s  p o s s ib le  t h a t  th e  t r a d e  in  
a n im a ls  and, to  some d eg ree , o th e r  goods may have com pensated  f o r  th e  
lo s s  o f  th e  t e x t i l e  e x p o r ts .  W rite rs  have a ls o  commented on th e  
c o n tin u in g  s u rg e  o f r e b u i ld in g  in  s to n e  b o th  o f  hou ses  and  o f  m u n ic ip a l 
b u i ld in g s . T h is  g e n e ra lly  seem s to  have begun in  th e  l a t e  f i f t e e n th  and 
c o n tin u ed  th ro u g h  in to  th e  s ix te e n th  (Page, 1911, 210, H osk ins, 1953, 4 4 - 
59 & 1977, 163).
I t  i s  s ig n i f i c a n t  t h a t ,  p r im a r i ly ,  th e s e  new b u ild in g s  were f o r  lay  
p u ip o se s ; th e  c o n s tru c t io n  o r re b u ild in g  o f ch u rch es  had ceased  and 
w i l ls  show no f u r th e r  b e q u e s ts  f o r  e c c l e s i a s t i c a l  p u rp o se s  (Weaver, 
1905). The re g io n a l  economy o f S om erse t may have been a id e d , 
u n in te n tio n a lly , by th e  Tudor p o lic y  which encouraged  th e  p ro d u c tio n  and 
exports o f g r a in  f o r  d i r e c t  f in a n c ia l  g a in . But, in  th e  l a t t e r  p a r t  o f 
E liz a b e th  s  r e ig n , a grow ing  demand f o r  co rn  lan d  f o r  t h i s  p u rp o se  and 
fo r  f a t te n in g  b ee f c a t t l e  re v e rs e d  th e  t r e n d  to w a rd s  p a s tu re .  Evidence 
e x i s t s  -  in  th e  M idlands a t  l e a s t  -  o f  la n d lo rd s  h av in g  to  s e a rc h  fo r  
te n a n ts  to  occupy v a c a n c ie s  on en c lo se d  a ra b le  lan d  in te n d e d  f o r  co rn  
grow ing (B eresfo rd , 1970, 146, B rid b u ry , 1974, 540, Page, 1911, 304,
B e ttey , 197f, 24, P a l l i s e r ,  1982, 3 4 8 ). L a te r  in  th e  c e n tu ry , how ever, 
th e  w oollen t e x t i l e  t r a d e  in  th e  w e s te rn  c o u n tie s  was to  s lo w ly  rec o v e r. 
Now we f in d  t h a t  undyed b ro a d c lo th s  were p roduced  f o r  th e  home m arke t 
and e s p e c ia l ly  f o r  e x p o rt to  Antwerp th ro u g h  B r i s to l  and E x e te r  
(P on ting , 1971, 3 2 ).
S o c ia l a t t i t u d e s  and changes 
N e v e r th e le ss , even i f  c e n t r a l  S om erse t d id  n o t e x p e rien c e  th e  
w o rs t o f th e  t ro u b le s  o f unemployment and p o v e rty , c le a r ly  i t  was 
a f f e c te d  by th e  p o l i t i c a l  and s o c ia l  developm ents and th e  ch ang ing  
id e o lo g ie s  o f th e  c o u n try  a s  a  whole. Government had now moved away 
from  a fe u d a l pyram id  w ith  th e  King a s  head o f  s t a t e  b u t w ith o u t a l l -  
em bracing  power. The Tudor s t a t e  tu rn e d  ou t to  be much more 
c e n t r a l i s e d ,  p a r t i c u l a r ly  a f t e r  th e  R efo rm ation  o f 1536 w hich en ab led  
Henry / I I I  to  remove th e  p r iv i le g e s  o f chu rch  c o u r ts  and to  a s s e r t  ro y a l  
a u th o r i ty .  D is s a t i s f a c t io n  w ith  th e  chu rch , th e  lo s s  o f fo re ig n  t r a d e  
and a g e n e ra l  d e s i r e  to  escap e  fo re ig n  dom ina tion  in  ch u rch  and  economy 
re s u l te d  in  s u p p o rt  f o r  th e  Crown and a more w id esp read  c o n cep t o f 
E n g lish  n a t io n a l  s o v e re ig n ty .
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At th e  sam e tim e, h i s to r i a n s  have no ted  th e  r i s e  o f  th e  power o f 
P a r lia m e n t and th e  c r e a t io n  o f a  c o n s t i tu t io n a l  m onarchy w ith  th e  law in  
th e  hands o f k in g , lo rd s  and commons (E lton , 1962, 114, 160, 167). 
C e n tra l is e d  governm ent c o n tro l  became much more obv ious in  o f f i c i a l  
a tte m p ts  to  c o n tr o l  th e  economy and th e  l iv e s  and a c t io n s  o f th e
o rd in a ry  peop le . T h is  can  be seen  in  th e  v a r io u s  com m issions and A cts 
o f P a rlia m e n t d e a lin g  w ith  th e  num erous p rob lem s o f th e  tim e: lan d
e n c lo su re s , th e  lo s s  o f  a ra b le  lan d , unem ploym ent, p o v e rty  and v ag ran cy . 
N e v e r th e le s s , th e s e  e f f o r t s  a t  c e n t r a l  s t a t e  c o n tro l  were to  en joy  on ly  
l im ite d  s u c c e s s . In th e  p re v a i l in g  c o n d it io n s  o f i n f l a t i o n  and f in a n c ia l  
i n t e r e s t  i t  was p r o f i ta b l e  to  e n c lo se  lan d . F or t h i s  re a so n  th e
gov ern m en t's  e f f o r t s  under Thomas Cromwell were opposed by th e  landed  
and moneyed f a c t io n  (E lton , 1973, 9 8 ). In  p a r t i c u l a r ,  th e  S ta tu te  o f
A r t i f i c e r s ,  1563, wwhich a tte m p te d  to  d e a l  w ith  e n su in g  s o c ia l  p rob lem s 
by th e  fo rm a tio n  o f  a p p re n t ic e s h ip s  and  by wage f ix in g  and C rom w ell's 
fam ous Poor Law o f  1537 (28 Henry V III c 6 ) , l a id  down th e  b a s i s  f o r  
some s o r t  o f ru d im e n ta ry  n a t io n a l  w e lfa re  sy s tem . Some o b s e rv e rs , 
how ever, have accu sed  th e  Tudor Governm ent o f  a c t in g  on ly  when c r i s i s  
th re a te n e d  and th e n  do ing  l i t t l e ,  le a v in g  th e  problem  to  be d e a l t  w ith  
by p a ro c h ia l  a u th o r i t i e s .  C e r ta in ly  th e  Poor Laws o f  1536, 1597 and 
1601 re v e a l  th e  e x is te n c e  o f much p o v e rty  in  tow ns and r u r a l  a re a s ,  b u t 
th e  Government p la c e d  th e  problem  and th e  c o s t  s q u a re ly  on th e  p a r i s h  
t o  house and  p ro v id e  work f o r  th e  p a u p e rs  and v a g ra n ts .  Poor boxes 
were i n s t i t u t e d  in  c h u rch es , a  few b e q u e s ts  f o r  th e  b u i ld in g  o f 
a lm shouses and ro a d s  a re  found in  w i l l s  b u t th e  p ro b lem s a r e  b e s t  
r e v e a le d  in  th e  many lo c a l  a c co u n ts  o f  th e  churchw ardens and  o v e rs e e rs  
(E lton , 1962, 2 5 9 -6 1 , B e ttey , 1977, 5 1 -5 8 ).
There h a s  been much d is c u s s io n  in  th e  academ ic l i t e r a t u r e  a s  t o  th e  
u n d e rly in g  c a u se s  f o r  th e  ch an g es in  th e  management o f  lan d  and 
p ro p e r ty  and th e  en su in g  econom ic and  s o c ia l  d eve lopm en ts. Some
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r e s e a rc h e r s  a t t r i b u t e  th e  s i t u a t io n  a s  i t  had evo lved  in  th e  s ix te e n th  
c e n tu ry  p u re ly  to  econom ic and dem ographic  c a u s e s , to  th e  econom ic 
breakdow n o f th e  dem esne sy stem  a f t e r  th e  B lack D eath, to  th e  r i s e  o f 
m onetarism  and opportun ism  and, d u r in g  th e  s ix te e n th  c e n tu ry , to  an 
in c re a s in g  p o p u la tio n  and a r i s i n g  demand f o r  lan d  (C ip o lla , 1976, 200, 
K errid g e , 1979, 17). The g e n e ra l  in c re a s e  o f  p o p u la tio n  th ro u g h o u t 
E ngland h a s  been e s tim a te d  from  ta x  r e tu r n s ,  lan d  s u rv e y s  and , a f t e r  
t h e i r  in c e p tio n , th e  p a r i s h  r e g i s t e r s .  Some w r i te r s  l in k  t h i s  g row th  to  
M alth u sian  id e a s  t h a t  m odera te  lan d  r e n t s  and food p r ic e s  a llow ed  
e a r l i e r  m arria g e  w h i ls t ,  a t  th e  sam e tim e , th e r e  was a  re d u c t io n  in  th e  
in c id e n c e  o f ep id em ics  (B renner, 1961/2 , 2 3 2 -3 5 ). O th e rs  a rgue
c o n v in c in g ly  t h a t  th e  p o p u la tio n  in c re a s e  i t s e l f  s t im u la te d  g row th  in  
g e n e ra l  and d i r e c t l y  in flu e n c e d  th e  economy by p ro v id in g  more w o rk ers  
and more m ouths to  feed . ( P a l l i s e r ,  1982, 339, B lanchard , 1970, 147).
F o llow ing  th e  d e s tr u c t io n  o f  th e  p e a s a n t  c la s s  w ith  i t s  serfdom  
and th e  sy stem  o f  t r a d i t i o n a l  g ra z in g  r i g h t s  th e  g ra d u a l t r a n s f e r  from  
feu d a lism  to  c a p i ta l i s m  on ly  became p o s s ib le  a f t e r  th e  em ergence o f a  
new s e t  o f  la n d h o ld in g  sy s te m s  and  c la s s  r e l a t i o n s .  In  t h i s  new 
s i t u a t io n  a  chan g in g  s e t  o f  c l a s s  r e l a t i o n s  evo lved . Power was now in  
th e  hands o f a  landow ning  c la s s  b u t th e  o ld  s t r u g g le  betw een p ro d u c e rs  
and n o n -p ro d u c e rs  co n tin u ed  (B renner, 1976, 3 0 -7 5 , B u tl in , 1978, 122). 
R ura l w o rk ers  were now em ployed in  in d u s try  and no lo n g e r  had any 
a f f i l i a t i o n  w ith  th e  lan d , and th e s e  a r e  en v isag ed  by some com m enta to rs  
a s  th e  d ev e lo p in g  p r o l e t a r i a t  o f  th e  s ix te e n th  c e n tu ry  and m ajor 
c o n tr ib u to r s  to w a rd s  th e  su b seq u en t r e v o l t  a g a in s t  a u th o r i ty  (Sharp , 
1980, 7 -8 ) .
The econom ic and s o c ia l  c o n d it io n s  o f s ix te e n th  c e n tu ry  England 
show a  wide v a r ie ty  o f w ea lth  and p o v e rty , p r iv i le g e  and  u n d e rp r iv ile g e . 
Even in  a  s m a ll a re a  such  a s  c e n t r a l  S om erse t i t  i s  d i f f i c u l t  t o  a s s e s s  
f u l ly  a l l  th e  c o n d it io n s  and th e  f u l l  s ig n i f ic a n c e  o f  em erg ing  s p a t i a l
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p a t t e r n s .  I t  i s  c le a r  t h a t  d i f f e r e n t  ty p e s  o f c o n tr o l  a t  th e  end o f th e  
s ix te e n th  c e n tu ry  had  g iv en  r i s e  to  q u i te  d i f f e r e n t  s p a t i a l  s t r u c tu r e s  
com pared to  th o se  e x is t in g  a t  th e  tim e  o f th e  Domesday Survey (see 
F ig u re  3 ) . As m entioned  above, la rg e  c o u n try  houses and p a rk s  su rrounded  
by sm a ll fa rm s and  h a m le ts  now e x is te d  in  th e  so u th  and  w est o f th e  
s tu d y  a re a  and a t  th e  e a s te rn  end o f th e  Polden H i l ls .
On th e  f lo o d  p la in s  o f  th e  Brue and P a r r e t t  r i v e r s  and  in  th e  c la y  
b e l t  n e a r  th e  c o a s t  a  d i f f e r e n t  p a t t e r n  o f  management and s o c ia l  c la s s  
seem s to  em erge by th e  end o f th e  s e v e n te e n th  c e n tu ry . No g r e a t  houses 
o r p a rk s  a re  n o ted . Here th e  lan d  had never been in  e c c l e s i a s t i c a l  
ow nersh ip  o r  c o n tro l .  The lay  ow ners, m inor g e n try , h e ld  much o f  th e
lan d  up to  th e  fo u r te e n th  o r  f i f t e e n th  c e n tu r ie s .  Here, com pared w ith
th e  so u th  and w est, a  q u i te  lo c a l ly  d i s t i n c t iv e  sy s tem  o f lan d
management, economy and s o c ia l  s t r a t a  had  evolved
A th i r d  s e p a r a te ,  b u t in te rc o n n e c te d  sy stem  o f economy and s o c ia l  
s t r u c tu r e  may be found in  th e  tow ns, p o r ts  and th e  l a r g e r  t e x t i l e  
c e n tr e s  where m erc h an ts , c lo th ie r s ,  t r a d e r s  and ow ners o f  in d u s t r i a l  
e s ta b l is h m e n ts  form ed a  m iddle  c l a s s  and lab o u r was c o n tr ib u te d  by 
u rban  and r u r a l  la n d le s s  la b o u re rs .
C e n tra l S om erse t, th e re fo re ,  a p p e a rs  to  have e n te re d  th e  
se v e n te e n th  c e n tu ry  w ith  m arked re g io n a l  c o n t r a s t s  in  i t s  s o c ia l  and
s p a t i a l  s t r u c tu r e .  In E liz a b e th a n  E ngland , w hatever t h e i r  c irc u m s ta n c e s , 
th e  con tem porary  peop le  f e l t  t h a t  c o n d it io n s  had now changed  and t h a t  
th e  o ld  econom ic and s o c ia l  o rd e r  had gone f o r  e v e r (B ridbu ry , 1974, 
5 56). The o v e ra l l  s o c ia l  s t r u c tu r e  was d e s c r ib e d  by s ix te e n th  c e n tu ry  
c o n te m p o ra rie s  a s  d iv id e d  in to  fo u r  p r in c ip a l  s t r a t a  o r  le v e ls  made up 
o f "gentlem en, c i t i z e n s ,  yeomen a r t i f i c e r s  and la b o u re rs ."  The p r e v a i l in g  
s o c ia l  m ilieu  o f th e  tim e  a c ce p ted  th e s e  d iv is io n s  b u t m o b ility  -  
g e o g ra p h ic a l , f in a n c ia l  and s o c ia l -  was a llow ed  to  th o s e  who could  
o b ta in  and use o p p o r tu n i t ie s  to  g a in  w ea lth  and p ro p e r ty  and  s o  to
c lim b  in  s o c ia l  s c a le .  The e n te r p r i s e s  o f  Drake and R a le ig h  were common 
knowledge and th e  end o f th e  c e n tu ry  saw th e  f i r s t  a t te m p ts  to  s e t t l e  
c o lo n i s ts  in  th e  new w orld  (E lton , 1962, 250 ). Men now looked  ou tw ards 




T h is  s tu d y  h a s  a tte m p te d  to  rev iew  changes in  th e  human 
g e o g ra p h ie s  o f c e n t r a l  S om erse t over f iv e  c e n tu r ie s  and  th e  changes 
from  a  fe u d a l economy and s o c ia l  s t r u c tu r e  to  a  c a p i t a l i s t  m onetary  
s o c ie ty .  The r e s e a rc h  h a s  fo cu sse d  on th e  v e ry  sm a ll re g io n  o f c e n t r a l  
S om erse t and  c o n d it io n s  and changes in  t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  r e s t r i c t e d  a re a  
have been com pared o r  c o n tr a s te d  from  tim e  to  tim e  w ith  th e  p r e v a i l in g  
s i t u a t io n  in  th e  r e s t  o f  England. In  S om erse t, a s  in  E ngland  g e n e ra lly , 
co m p ariso n s o f  th e  econom ic and s o c ia l  c o n d it io n s  o f th e  l a t e  e le v e n th  
c e n tu ry  and o f th e  way o f  l i f e  f o r  th e  o rd in a ry  peo p le  in  t h e i r  
everyday  a c t i v i t i e s  a t  th e  end o f th e  s tu d y  p e r io d , th e  l a t e  s ix te e n th  
c e n tu ry , show t h a t ,  by t h i s  l a t e r  d a te , th e  m an o ria l and  fe u d a l sy stem  
had v i r t u a l l y  v a n ish e d . The b e g in n in g s  o f  'm odern ' E n g lis h  s o c ie ty  a re  
a p p a re n t in  th e  econom ic and s o c ia l  sy s te m s  w hich had now come in to  
e x is te n c e  and  in  th e  grow ing  c o n cep t o f  th e  im p o rtan ce  o f  p e rs o n a l  
p ro p e r ty . The in c re a s in g  c e n t r a l  power o f  th e  s t a t e  i s  m ost n o t ic e a b le .
Because o f  a  number o f  s p e c ia l  lo c a l  f a c to r s  c e n t r a l  S om erse t 
ex p e rien ced  i t s  own p e c u lia r  ty p e  o f developm ent to w ard s  th e  c a p i t a l i s t  
sy stem . F i r s t ,  th e  coun ty  was fo r tu n a te  in  h av in g  la r g e  a r e a s  o f lan d  
which cou ld  be rec la im ed  d u rin g  th e  e a r ly  m idd le  a g e s  and  in  th e  
a c t i v i t i e s  o f  th e  la rg e , w ea lth y  and po w erfu l e c c l e s i a s t i c a l  a u th o r i t i e s  
who c o n tro l le d  much o f th e  re c la m a tio n . These a c t i v i t i e s  in c re a s e d  th e  
ac re a g e  o f p a s to r a l  lan d  on which th e  fu tu re  l iv e s to c k  economy was to  
be b ased . R eclam ation , f o r  th e  v a r io u s  r e a s o n s  t h a t  have been  o u tlin e d , 
r e s u l te d  in  l a r g e r  num bers o f la n d h o ld e rs  p ay in g  r e n t  w hich, a t  th e  
same tim e , e f f e c t iv e ly  b ro u g h t more freedom  from  th e  t r a d i t i o n a l  
m an o ria l t i e s  and  d u t ie s .  The p a s tu ra g e  o f sheep  p ro v id e d  a  b a s i s  f o r  
th e  wool and c lo th  in d u s t r ie s  w hich, w ith  th e  a s s o c ia te d  m a rk e tin g  and
e x p o rt  o f wool t e x t i l e s  p roduced , in  th e  fo u r te e n th  and f i f t e e n th  
c e n tu r ie s ,  much o f th e  w ea lth  w ith in  th e  reg io n .
I t  i s  now c le a r  t h a t  a  w id esp read  d e s i r e  f o r  freedom  o f a c tio n  
and p ro d u c tio n  was e v id e n t b e fo re  th e  c a ta s tro p h e  o f th e  B lack Death. 
And s o  i t  was t o  tu r n  o u t t h a t  th e  v a c a n t h o ld in g s  and th e  decay o f 
th e  m o n astic  dem esne sy s tem  c re a te d  th e  c o n te x t f o r  many more 
o p p o r tu n i t ie s  f o r  in d ep en d en t fa rm e rs  -  in  p a r t i c u l a r  f o r  sheep  r e a r in g  
-  and  th e s e  were s e iz e d  r e a d i ly .  M oreover, u se fu l and  good r o u te s  fo r  
com m unication and t r a d e  on th e  r i v e r s  and a lo n g  th e  c o a s t  were soon 
developed  and o v e rse a s  l in k s  were fo rg e d . The m arke t tow ns, and  th o se  
r i v e r  and s e a  p o r t s  founded by c h a r t e r  in  th e  e a r ly  m idd le  ag es, 
p ro p ered  and t h e i r  b u rg e s se s  en joyed  a  s p e c ia l  s t a t u s  and  freedom  from  
fe u d a l d u t ie s  and dues h i th e r to  unknown. S om erse t became one o f th e  
fo re m o st c o u n tie s  in  E ngland f o r  th e  p ro d u c tio n  o f w oollen  t e x t i l e s .  
The p r o g re s s iv e ly  e v o lv in g  m onetary  sy s tem  was to  p roduce  a  new 
d iv is io n  o f  th e  s o c ia l  c la s s e s ;  and th e  p r in c ip a l  c o n t r a s t s  la y  
betw een th o se  w ith  lan d  and  w ea lth  and  th o s e  who had n e i th e r .  In  many 
r e s p e c ts ,  S om erse t was e x c e p tio n a l in  th e  amount o f  m o n as tic  lan d  and 
p ro p e r ty  which had come on to  th e  m ark e t by th e  m id - s ix te e n th  c e n tu ry , 
r e s u l t i n g  in  an a lm o s t com plete  and w h o lesa le  change in  th e  m anagement 
and c o n tro l  o f th e  c o u n try s id e . At th e  same tim e , th e  new s e l f -
c o n sc io u s  m idd le  and  i n d u s t r i a l  w ork ing  c la s s e s  had em erged and th e s e  
were to  be found in  th e  tow ns and  t e x t i l e  v i l l a g e s .
T h is  p r o s p e r i ty  and th e  p a t t e r n s  and  p ro c e s s e s  o f  change in  th e  
c o u n try s id e  d id  n o t occur everyw here , even in  an  a re a  o n ly  tw en ty  to  
t h i r t y  m ile s  a c ro s s .  N o tice a b le  r e g io n a l  d i f f e r e n c e s  came in to  
e x is te n c e . F i r s t ,  n o t a l l  p a r t s  o f  th e  re g io n  were a b le  to  ta k e  
ad v an tag e  o f th e  new lan d  re c la m a tio n  schem es; in  some h i l l y  and 
a g r i c u l tu r a l ly  m arg in a l a re a s  lan d  re c la m a tio n  cou ld  n e v e r  have been a 
p r a c t ic a b le  p ro p o s i t io n .  In  h e a v ily  c u l t iv a te d  m anors, su ch  a s  Taunton
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Deane, th e r e  was n o t  much sco p e  f o r  en la rg em en t o f  p lo t s  because  a lm o st 
a l l  th e  a v a i la b le  la n d  was a lre a d y  in  use . S c h o la rs  have a tte m p te d  to  
d e f in e  s p e c i f ic  a r e a s  o f  p r o s p e r i ty  u s in g  th e  in c id e n c e  o f  re b u ild in g  o f 
farm houses and  ch u rc h e s  a s  th e  s u r ro g a te  m easure, b u t much more work 
rem a in s  to  be done b e fo re  a l l  th e  d e t a i l s  can  be worked ou t a s  th ey  
e x is te d  in  sp a ce  and changed  over tim e . At th e  tim e  o f  w r i t in g  (Ju ly , 
1987) d e ta i le d  r e s e a rc h  i s  c o n tin u in g  on th e  r e v is io n  o f  th e  V ic to r ia  
County—H is to ry —o f Som orsot and  p a r t s  o f  th e  s tu d y  a re a  have a lre a d y  
been covered  in  th e  r e c e n tly  p u b lish e d  volum es I I I ,  IV and  V (Dunning, 
1974, 1978 & 1985). T h is  work w i l l  p ro v id e  a  m ost v a lu a b le  so u rc e  o f 
f u r th e r  in fo rm a tio n  and  re fe re n c e . V illa g e  r e c o rd s  and s u rv e y s , though 
l im ite d  in  t h e i r  u s e fu ln e s s  to  t h e i r  own lo c a l i ty ,  may ta k e  on a  new 
s ig n i f ic a n c e  when r e - in te r p r e te d  in  a  b ro a d e r  re g io n a l  c o n te x t  (H a rr is , 
1979, 8 2 -8 9 , B rid b u ry , 1974, 540 ). Over England a s  a  w hole a  g e n e ra l 
d e c lin e  in  th e  w oollen  t r a d e  and  in  th e  economy o f  tow ns i s  re p o r te d , 
from  tim e  to  tim e , d u r in g  th e  f i f t e e n th  and  s ix te e n th  c e n tu r ie s  (P ostan , 
1973, 4 4 3 -4 6 ). D e sp ite  some c o n f l i c t in g  ev idence  o f  good t r a d e  and 
p r o s p e r i ty  from  con tem porary  a c c o u n ts , i t  seem s t h a t  t h i s  t r a d e  
d e p re s s io n  was th e  g e n e ra l  e x p e rien c e  in  c e n t r a l  S om erse t, a s  
e lsew here . C le a rly , th e r e  i s  a  need f o r  f u r th e r  re s e a c h  to  id e n t i f y  th e  
a c tu a l  sequences o f e v e n ts . E s p e c ia lly  i s  th e r e  sco p e  f o r  a  tho ro u g h  
s tu d y  o f  th e  S om erse t w oollen  in d u s t r y  on th e  sam e l in e s  a s  t h a t  
re c e n ty  com pleted  f o r  W il ts h ire  (R ogers, 1986, 16).
By th e  e a r ly  s e v e n te e n th  c e n tu ry  a  th r e e fo ld  s p a t i a l  p a t t e r n  o f  
lan d  management, economy and  s o c ia l  c la s s  had  em erged. These 
developm ents a re  w orthy  o f  f u r th e r  in v e s t ig a t io n ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  a s  t h i s  
d iv is io n  in to  d i s t i n c t iv e l y  d i f f e r e n t  a r e a s  o f la n d h o ld in g  and s o c ia l  
c la s s ,  in d e f in i t e  a s  i t  i s ,  seem s to  h o ld  good f o r  p e rh a p s  a  c e n tu ry  
and  a  h a l f  o r  more a f t e r  th e  end o f  th e  p e r io d  co v ered  by th e  r e s e a rc h  
on which t h i s  t h e s i s  i s  b ased , t h a t  i s ,  u n t i l  th e  m id -e ig h te e n th  c e n tu ry
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w ith  i t s  new coniinun.icatioiis and  in d u s try .  Indeed, in  some r e s p e c ts ,  
th e r e  a r e  s ig n s  t h a t  t r a c e s  o f  th e s e  sam e s o c ia l  and  econom ic f e a tu re s  
s t i l l  e x is te d  w e ll in to  th e  e a r ly  p a r t  o f th e  p r e s e n t  c e n tu ry .
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